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Chapter One 


Author's Notes: 
This is a work of complete fiction written out of utmost respect and admiration of the musicians named. | 


make absolutely no claims of any kind and write for pleasure, not profit: 


WE ARE THE WILD 


Chapter One 


Janick was no longer certain in which direction he was traveling. The sky was overcast above the thick canopy 
of leaves and the stream he had been following had dwindled to nothing. Streams, he knew, often led to rivers, 
which in turn led to towns or cities, but this stream had led to bitter disappointment. Janick sighed and sat on 
the loamy ground, his back against the bole of a giant Linden tree, his natural high spirits at their lowest ebb. 

Fortunately he'd filled his waterskin when the stream was still clear and swift so he took a small drink, trying 

to stop the images of the past few days from replaying in his mind. 


The son of a minor Polish nobleman, Janick had been sent on a goodwill mission with other representatives to 
protest the division of their land proposed by the Prussian King Frederick the Great. The conclave was to be 
held in Braclaw, many days ride south of his own province, and they had picked up others on the way until 
they numbered close to thirty, most, like himself, chosen to represent the wishes of the smaller principalities. 
A few of the older men had military experience or training but it hadn't been enough. The brigands had 
swarmed down upon them as they passed through a rocky gorge and within minutes most of his companions 
lay dead or dying. Including Brunon, the English mercenary who had taken him under his wing - and into his 
bed. 


Janick had been several hundred yards from the camp gathering firewood when he heard the shouts and clash 
of weapons. No coward, he nevertheless had a natural caution and inherent sense of self preservation that 
prevented him from ruming openly into the fray. He crept close as the shouts turned to screams of agony 
and pain and watched in horror from beneath the thick brush as his former companions were slaughtered. 
The brigands appeared to be Saxons from their dress and guttural speech as they laughed, picking through 
the slain for plunder. It took every bit of willpower Janick possessed not to run forward as he saw them give 
Brunon's prostate form a savage kick before stripping him of his fine sword and the few gold coins in his 
purse. But what good would it do for him to get killed with the rest? If he survived, at least he could return 


home and tell his tale in hopes that the families of the slain could somehow seek justice and vengeance. 


The robbers didn't linger. Securing their plunder to their saddles they rode away, still jesting amongst 
themselves in their own language. Still, it was many minutes before Janick dared creep out from beneath his 
cover, his heart aching and his eyes unable to comprehend what he saw. The leader of the delegation, a 
seasoned soldier named Piotr, reputedly descended from King Augustus the Strong, lay dead, nearly decapitated. 
One by one Janick checked the bodies, hoping for a sign of life. Brunon lay on his face on the forest floor and 
Janick was reluctant to turn him, dreading the sight of the warm brown eyes that had gazed into his own so 
warmly now cold in death. Unbelievably, a low moan was heard as Janick gently turned Brunon's body, and the 
eyes, though glazing over, still held a spark of life. Janick raised his waterskin and let a few drops trickle into 
Brunon's parted lips. 


"J.Jan ...". Brunon's voice was so low Janick had to strain to hear him. "You live! Thanks be to merciful God!" 
"Lay still, be still We must get you some help!" Janick urged the dying man. 


Brunon shook his head almost imperceptibly. "No.. no. | am finished. | failed. | should have sensed the 


robbers surrounding us." 


"No, you didn't faill" Janick was anxious that the man die without self-doubt, because dying he undoubtably 


was. "No one could have known, even Piotr was unaware." 
"Janick..," Brunon's voice was fading. "l.l loved you. Know that | loved you." 
Jan's eyes were blurred with tears. "I know." 


Brunon's eyes closed and a moment later Janick sensed life leaving his body. He let the tears fall then, 
remembering their long trek, remembering the rights when Brunon had crept into his blankets away from the 
campfires and the nights at the sporadic inns when the two of them would wildly tryst in the narrow, rope- 
strung cots. Brunon had been the first man with whom he had shared those delights and, despite the bitter 
memory of nights when Brunon had taken some tavern wench to bed rather than him, he would always be 


grateful for his lover's dying words. 


It took hours for Janick to bury his companions and twilight had come by then. The thieves had taken the 
horses, so Janick had no choice but to travel on foot until it became too dark to avoid the many rocky 
outcroppings and pitfalls of the forest. He found a niche between some tree roots and caught a few hours 
uneasy slumber, starting every few minutes as he imagined he heard footsteps of prowling animals nearby. 
Dawn found him entirely lost. He had only vaguely known that the trail they had been following was a little- 
known pass through the hills; ultimately it was to join a main road west to Braclaw. As far as Jan could tell, he 
was no longer on a trail of any kind He cursed himself for wandering in the near dark the previous night, but 
he had been anxious to get away from the site of the slaughter. The sound of the battle still rang in his 


head, and he knew he could not have rested knowing his companions lay buried in shallow graves nearby. 


All that day Janick walked the path of least resistance among the rocky, forested hills, eventually coming upon 
the stream at nightfall. Knowing that animals, the bears or wolves that were known to inhabit the forest, may 
come to drink at the stream, Jan made his bed in a drift of leaves against a fallen trunk a few dozen feet 
away from the water. In the morning, Jan pushed down the sharp pangs of hunger and washed himself in the 
icy water, then attempted to follow the stream in what he believed was a downhill direction. Now it was 
evening again and, despite his having found some nuts and one patch of berries that day, his hunger was sharp. 
Resting his back against the tree trunk, he unintentionally fell asleep. 


eR 


Janick woke with a start, unsure of what had awakened him. The shadows beneath the trees were deep but 
there was still a dim grey twilight. Just enough light for him to see movement in the underbrush to his right. 
His heart froze. It was too late for him to seek concealment. Why had he fallen asleep in the open?! Hunger 


and exhaustion had overcome him, but now something was nearby, and he was helpless. 


He watched, every nerve taut, for what seemed like several minutes until a man-like form emerged slowly 
from the shadows. It was a man, or seemed to be. He came forward at a crouch, wary, but didn't speak. 


Janick had time to note the long wavy russet hair, the tunic made of sewn skins, breeches of what appeared 


to be doeskin, and knee-high fur boots. The man's face was narrow with a short goatee, his eyes penetrating, 
his mouth held in a sort of moue. The stranger didn't speak but made a small motion with his hand. Suddenly 
Janick became aware of another man, much like this first but with broader features and a slightly heavier 


build, who had crept soundlessly from behind him and now crouched not far from his side. 


Unable to stand the silent scrutiny of the two strangers any longer Janick spoke up, unable to keep his voice 


as firm as he would have liked. 
"I have nothing for you to rob; | don't even have any food." 


The first man glanced at the second with an odd sideways twist of his head, then crept closer, still in a low 


crouch. "What are you doing here?" 


Janick understood the words, though they were in an obscure dialect. "l," he hesitated, then thought he had 
nothing to lose by being truthful. If these men meant him harm, nothing he said would probably matter 
anyway. "| was with a party of others, but we were waylaid by robbers two days ago. | was the only one to 


survive.” 


"How did you survive, if everyone was killed," the second man spoke for the first time, suspicion thick in his 


words. 
The first man waved him down and turned back to Janick. "Where did this take place?" 


"Two days walk north of here.. | think" Jan ventured hesitantly. He wasn't altogether sure of the direction 
he'd been walking. 


The first man nodded and made a signal to the other man, who seemed to relax somewhat. The first man 
slipped from his crouch to sit cross legged before Jan. "That would be Huberts man. You were foolish to 


venture near his pass. You were strangers here?" 
"We started from Bydgoszcz three weeks ago." Jan ventured. "Our leader was unfamiliar with this area" 


"Obviously," the second man snorted derisively. "Everyone knows Hubert's band of thieves waylay any 


strangers foolish enough to venture there!" 


"Charles, please." The first man said to the second, "| believe he tells the truth” Turning back to Janick, he 
continued. "I am Matthew. This is my brother Charles. We are hunters from the south in pursuit of boar." 


"I am Janick, eldest son of Baron Gers," Jan said, a touch of pride showing through even in these uncertain 
circumstances. Though the Gers’ were only minor nobility, the title may save him if these men meant to 


harm him. 


The man let a smile cross his thin lips briefly. "| have never heard of Gers." Then he gave a short laugh. 
"We are not robbers or kidnappers, Janick Gers. Merely hunters who are far from our own territory. We 
had heard the boar are plentiful here, but have not found any. We head home in the morning. Where will you 


go, Janick Gers?" 
"|... | don't know," Jan confessed. "I don't even know where | am. | had been going to Braclaw." 


The man called Matthew showed surprise. "Braclaw is many days to the west. It seems that even before you 


were attacked, your leader had lost his way!" 


Janick wasn't altogether surprised. Piotr had been an odd choice of leader from the beginning of their 
expedition, having admitted to being unfamiliar with this region "Nevertheless, it's to Braclaw | must go." 


"Without food?" scoffed the man called Charles. "You would not survive. Beasts will prey on you. Beasts... or 


worse.” 


Matthew shot his brother an impatient look "I think you should come with us," he said to Janick. "Our home 


is two days south, and from there we can equip you for a journey to Braclaw." 


| have no money to pay for supplies, but when | reach my home my father will repay you and reward you," 
Janick said with relief. 


Matthew made a dismissive gesture. "That may be, but first you will have to reach your home alive. My 
brother and | will share our food with you and, if you are strong enough, we will reach our home in two days 


march." 
Janick thought, but agreed. He had little choice. 


Charles then stood to his full height. "We travel at night and rest by day," he told Jan grudgingly, obviously 
not happy that he would be accompanying them. "You were sleeping when we found you, so you are rested. 


Let us go!" 


He started off into the darkness with a steady stride as Janick scrambled to his feet. Matthew waited for 
Janick and pressed a piece of dried verison into his hand. "We will eat a full meal before dawn, but this should 


sustain you. Have you water?" 


Janick swished his waterskin, which was still half full, and nodded Matthew nodded once and set off following 
his brother, leaving Janick to bring up the rear. Inwardly, Jan was curious why, if they were hunters as they 
claimed, they preferred to travel at night. But having little experience with hunting other than the organized 
hunting parties on his father's estates, Jan shrugged it off. 


It was the strangest night's travel Janick had known. The two brothers moved soundlessly ahead of him, 


stopping now and then to look around and, it seemed to Jan, to sniff the air. The man called Charles ventured 


ahead but Matthew kept near Janick and Jan had the feeling that the man was gauging his strength and 
stamina. Jan chewed the dried venison as he walked, finding it gave him the energy he needed, though he 
sensed that Matthew was moving more slowly than he ordinarily would to accommodate Jan's pace. Charles 
was several yards ahead, occasionally sinking to a near crouch and turning his head from side to side as if to 


catch an elusive scent. 


After a couple of hours the moon rose, giving enough light for Jan to discern the figures of the two men, 
and at one point he saw Charles pause in mid-stride and motion for them to be still. Matthew raised his head 


and seemed to sniff the air but after several minutes Charles shook his head and they continued on. 


The boost from the venison was short-lived and Jan found himself fighting hi weariness, wondering if the night 
would ever end. Walking left plenty of time for him to think and he found himself assessing his situation He 
had no real idea where he was or where he was going and was entirely dependent on these two strange men 
who, for all he knew, could be leading him into a den of robbers or worse. Yet he knew his odds were better 
with them than wandering aimlessly in the vast forest with no food. So he plodded on, shutting out the images 
in his mind of his slaughtered companions and of Brunon, the roving mercenary he knew little about but had 
felt a bond with that he sometimes wondered could have been love. In private moments, Brunon had told Jan 
that his birth name had been Bruce and he had been born in a place in England called Nottinghamshire, but he 
would tell nothing of his past or of the circumstances that made him leave England to sell his sword to the 
highest bidder. Jan steered his thoughts away as he felt his eyes mist, and focused on putting one foot in 
front of the other. 


By some unspoken agreement, both Charles and Matthew stopped. It was still night, but a faint grey light told 
Jan that dawn was perhaps an hour away. Looking around he saw that they'd come to somewhat more open 
land, they were on a hilltop with only sparse trees of willow and birch rather than the dense forest behind 

them. The ground rose in one side of the clearing and a small stream trickled through the rocks flowing back 


in the direction they had come. 


"We'll rest here," Matthew announced. Charles was already striking flint and steel to build a fire. Matthew 
was digging in the pack slung over his shoulder and withdrew some dried fruit and a bit of cheese wrapped in 
cloth, handing some to Janick who accepted it eagerly. Without being asked, Jan gathered some dried sticks to 
add to the fire, getting a curious but less hostile look from Charles. The three of them filled their waterskins 
at the stream and sat around the small fire while Charles affixed some strips of meat from his pack to sticks 


extended over the flames. 


"How did your party allow themselves to be ambushed?" Charles asked abruptly as they ate the meager meal. 


His voice was merely curious, the suspicion and hostility having abated. 


Jan chewed and swallowed the toughened venison before replying. "Thinking back, | believe our leader was lost, 
though he didn't tell us so. He led us through a steep ravine to make camp, and apparently the brigands were 
waiting at the top of each slope. They descended from both sides with no warning. | was some distance away 
gathering wood and | returned to find everyone dead or dying. l.l should have tried to fight." Jan's voiced 


faded. He had been troubled with guilt ever since the incident, knowing that though he would have been killed if 


he had shown himself, it would have been honorable to defend his friends. 
Charles snorted, "Fight? It would have been foolish, you would only have been killed” 


Matthew spoke, his voice soft, "I can see it troubles you, friend Janick, but my brother is right. To fight a 
battle with no hope of survival is a pointless waste of life. We will consult the others at our home; perhaps 
someone knows the way to Braclaw. We have never been so far, ourselves. When you return home you can 


see your companions avenged." 
Jan nodded, knowing Matthew was right. "How far now to your village?" 
"It isn't a village," Charles said, offering no more information. 


Matthew smiled, giving his brother an indulgent glance. He was obviously accustomed to Charles's taciturn 
manner. "No, it's just a house, but a large one and we share it with three others. Our leader is very wise; he 


will be able to advise you.” 


Jan nodded, not knowing what to say. He had envisioned a village or hamlet of some kind rather than a lone 
house, but he was already committed to accompanying these men, so it didn't really matter. There had been 


no indication of habitation of any kind during their night's trek, so perhaps there were no villages in this region 


After eating, Charles seemed to relax a bit and even chatted with Janick a bit about his home in northwestern 
Poland. Matthew sat cross-legged, gazing at the sky and the weather. The rising sun was being overtaken by 
a bank of clouds that were tinged flaming orange at the edges. Presently, he spoke up. 


"If we do not rest today but continue walking, we can reach home by sunset.” 
Charles also glanced at the sky and nodded. “All right. Either way, we will have rain” 


The three rested for an hour, then doused the fire. Janick noticed that they went to some pains to eradicate 
all signs that a fire had been made, brushing over the location with leaves and branches until it looked identical 
to the surrounding ground. He wondered at that, but did not ask. They set out again, Jan's heart and his step 
lighter, buoyed by the daylight and the thought of reaching substantial shelter soon, but the two brothers 
seemed somewhat on edge and stayed to the edge of the woods even though a clear path was seen heading in 
their general direction over open country. It crossed Jan's mind that they almost as men expecting pursuit. He 
briefly wondered if he'd fallen in with outlaws, but his instincts told him that Matthew and Charles could be 
trusted. 


Chapter Two 


Author's Notes: 
This is a work of complete fiction | write from admiration and respect for the musicians who's names I've 


incorporated in my fiction, and | make no claims of any kind. | write purely for pleasure, not profit. 


Chapter Two 


The cloud cover increased but the rain held off as the three men walked through the morning. Jan was weary 
and hungry, but the two brothers strode on, always keeping to the tree line and always alert, moving almost 
soundlessly and stopping to listen at every sound. A wind sprung up, it was early autumn and there was a chil 
in the air, and Janick shivered, drawing his fur-trimmed jacket closer around him. He longed to break the 
silence, he was by nature an open, outgoing man and the silence was oppressive. But the silence of his two 
companions told him that talk would be unwelcome. He tried not to dwell on the knowledge that every step was 


taking him further from his destination and much further from his home. 


By midday, a fine rain had begun to fall, and they had once again entered a forest of tall, dark trees. Charles 
motioned for them to stop beneath a large spruce where there was some protection from the rain, and they 


shared some hard cheese and dried fruit. 
"Is it much further?" Janick ventured to ask. He was chilled to the bone and thoroughly miserable. 


Matthew shook his head, brushing back his damp russet hair. "No. We are taking the direct path over the 
hills rather than the main road, which is through the valley. The way wil become steep, but it isn't far." 


The ground began to rise sharply as they continued walking, the rocky outcroppings beneath the trees were 
treacherous and slippery and Janick envied the ease with which his surefooted companions scrambled up the 
slope. He was thankful he was in good physical condition because at times they were obliged to use both hands 
and feet to attain a ledge. Focusing on the placement of his feet allowed Jan to push away both his hunger 


and his worry. 


After some time, they gained the summit and the area beneath the trees was relatively free of underbrush, 
so they quickened their step. An occasional gust of wind sent leaves and small twigs swirling to the ground 
around them and the rain continued, but Jan noticed that the brothers moved more confidently now. After 
they climbed another, gentler slope, Matthew pointed ahead wordlessly. 


At first, Janick saw nothing, but after a moment he was able to make out a house several hundred yards 


away, backed up against a dense stand of trees. It was constructed of logs and blended almost seamlessly with 


its surroundings but as they grew closer Jan could see it was larger than he'd expected, a two-story affair 


built in the style typical of the region, looking somehow welcoming and warm. 


They had not yet reached the richly carved door when it was thrown open and a slender man with the look of 


a scholar stood there, gazing at Janick with surprise. 


"We did not expect you until tonight! And you have brought a guest!" The man came up to Jan and clasped 
his shoulder briefly. "You have had adventures, | can see! Welcome, welcome! Please, come in where it's dry 


and warml!" 


Jan followed the brothers inside where the scent of something cooking made his stomach twist with hunger. 
He followed the lead of Matthew and Charles as they removed their sodden outer garments, hanging them 
from hooks near the door, listening as Matthew relayed his story to the slender man. Once they were 
standing before a wide, blazing hearth Matthew introduced the man as Falk. Jan merely nodded with a half- 
smile, the warmth of the room and the smell of the stew bubbling in a pot over the fire seemed to sap his 
remaining strength and he felt almost faint. 


The man Falk was a whirlwind of energy and he brought up a wooden chair, offering it to Janick with a flourish. 
Jan sank gratefully into it, noting dully that, though the house was rustic, some of the furnishings were finely 
crafted, even luxurious. He sat holding his hands before the fire until Falk pushed a bowl of stew into them. 


"Eat, friend Janick; you've had a terrible time. Ah, Roel," Falk turned as a stocky, shaven-headed man entered 
the room with an armload of firewood, "thank you! Please, have some stew before you leave," Falk went on to 
tell the new man Janick's story as Matthew and Charles both took chairs and began to help themselves from 
the pot. Jan looked up to see the new man eying him with curiosity. The man was dressed as a woodsman in 


a leather tunic and homespun breeches, but there was intelligence and curiosity in his eyes. 
"When is Father Dorn expected to return?" Charles asked between mouthfuls. 
"By nightfall, "Falk told him. "He's gone into the village for supplies." 


Father Dorn? Matthew had told him five men were living in the house; was the remaining man a priest? He 


was simply too weary to ask, he was nodding over his nearly empty bowl. 


"Friend Janick," Matthew was at his side, though Jan hadn't seen him move. "You need rest. Come, | will lend 


you some of my clothes, they should fit you well enough, and you can sleep.” 


He led Jan to a wide stairway. They passed an ornate mirror and Janick saw his reflection His long wavy 
blonde hair was tousled, and his square-jawed face was a mask of weariness, his pale grey eyes holding a 
haunted look. At the top of the stairs, Matthew pushed open a door showing a room plainly furnished with a 


narrow bed, a small table holding a washbasin, and another longer table with an unlit candle. 


Matthew left but returned a moment later with a clean linen tunic and a pair of cotton breeches. "These 
should suit you well enough, they are at least clean and dry. Falk with care for your own clothes. When 


Father Dorn returns, we will discuss your circumstances.” 
"This Father Dorn.." Janick began, sitting to remove his boots. 


Matthew smiled, "He is the leader of our little community. And | know what you are wondering. No, he is not 


a priest. Not anymore." 


With that enigmatic statement, Matthew left the room and Janick had barely changed into dry clothes before 
falling into a deep sleep. 


Several hours must have passed, because when Janick awakened it was dark outside the mullioned window and 
someone had entered the room while he slept to light the candle. At first, Janick was disoriented, not 
recognizing the room or remembering how he got there. Then memories flooded back into his mind and, with 
them, the constant uncertainty that had been with him since the horrible day of the attack. He felt tears 
sting his eyes at the loss of life and a particular wrench to his heart when the memory of Brunon's dying 
eyes seemed to swim before him, but with an effort, he thrust these thoughts aside. It was done; there was 
nothing to be gained by sentiment or grief. He had to focus on somehow getting to Braclaw and finding a way 
to his home in the north. 


Janick found that his boots were still damp so he padded barefoot from the room. There was a murmur of 
voices from downstairs and he followed the sound Rain still pattered at the roof over his head but the house 


was warm. At the bottom of the stairs he followed the sound of voices to the kitchen, then stopped outside 


the doorway, hearing his name spoken 


ag it was a risk, of course, but what else could be done?" a strange voice was saying; a deeply resonant voice. 


"You could not leave the man to die." 
Charles's voice replied, "We need to help him get to Braclaw; he cannot stay here long. " 


"But how?" the familiar voice of Matthew asked "We have no horse to loan him and only the vaguest idea of 
the way. It is a long journey on foot.” 


Falk put in, "I have maps of the areas though they are old maps, long outdated. And perhaps we can buy a 


horse for him in the village?" 


Janick had heard enough and stepped into the room. "I am not afraid of a long journey on foot. | can leave in 


the morning." 


Falk rushed forward, "No, no! You are not rested yet!" 


A strange man stepped forward and Janick felt himself staring. The man was older than the others, his 
neatly trimmed beard and backswept hair shot with grey. He wasn't tall but was barrel-chested but what 
Janick noticed most was the air of authority about him. 


‘Forgive us for discussing you in your absence, my friend" The man's voice was melodic yet powerful. "We so 
seldom have guests. | am Attila Dorn; I've just returned and my friends were relating your story. Please do 
not feel you must leave here before you are fully recovered from your ordeal. We will find a way to get you 
safely to Braclaw, never fear." 

Something about the man more than his words alone reassured Janick and he relaxed, "I know my presence 


here is an imposition..." 


"Not, not at all," Matthew came forward from where he has been standing in a shadowy corner. "As Father 


Dorn said, we seldom have visitors and perhaps our manners are a bit lax." 


Janick looked again at the man called Father Dorn. He wore no rosary or crucifix yet there was something 
distinctly ecclesiastical in his bearing and even in his dress. He wore a robe-like tunic of plain brown reaching 
his knees and beneath it Jan could make out fine leather breeches and short leather boots. In turn, Father 


Dorn was studying him with a penetrating gaze that made Jan feel uncomfortable but not threatened. 


"Yes, you are worn, and not only by your journey," Attila said almost as if to himself. "You have grief and pain 
in your eyes. Tell me more of this attack on your party." 


Falk gestured for them to all sit around a table and Jan haltingly relayed the story, faltering when he told of 
the attack and how he had been away from camp at the time. 


Father Dorn nodded when Jan's voice trailed off, "Now | understand. You feel guilt because you did not die 
with your companions. IT is a common thing for those who have lost loved ones. Because | sense that there 


was someone in the party whom you loved." 


Jan looked at him in amazement. How did he know that? He couldn't possibly know about Brunon or what had 


passed between them. But Jan felt himself nodding. 


Father Dorn gazed into his eyes for a minute, then abruptly broke his gaze. "Yes," he repeated softly, "you 
are in pain, Janick of Gers, though you were not injured in battle. You will stay here to heal, and | will work 


on a way to get you back to your home." 


Falk then brought out food and presently Roel arrived, joining them but saying little. Attila spoke of his 
journey into the village, which was apparently a half days walk to the south, and relayed the news he had 
gathered there. 


"There is much talk of the meeting of parliament and the proposed constitution, but many fear the 


Commonwealth is doomed,” he told them with a sidelong glance at Janick "For the Poles, it will mean great 


changes that will affect everyone in the region, even here. You did not tell us of the purpose of your trek to 


Braclaw, friend Janick, and | will not ask, but | feel certain it involves these matters." 


Jan merely nodded. Though his presence in the party had been to represent his father's interests in the 
proposed constitution, he, himself, had little interest in politics. The intrigue and betrayals were not to his 


liking at all, he only wished it were all unnecessary and that everyone could peacefully coexist. 


"Hmmm," Again Attila seemed to be able to read Jan's very thoughts. "I heard mention of a conclave in 


Braclaw, but | fear that by the time you arrive, you will have missed the meetings." 


Jan shook his head. "I don't care; none of it matters now anyway. The men who were with me were to 
represent the nobles of northern Poland, and every one of them is dead. The soldiers and mercenaries who 
were guarding us are dead. None of it seems important anymore." 

"No, to you perhaps it isn't. Still, we will help you as well as we may. But first, you regain your strength..and 


your wi Il" 


Attila's words struck a chord with Jan because he realized he had lost interest in anything beyond simply 
existing long enough to reach home. The things that had once brought him joy such as creating music on the 
lute had not even crossed his mind in days, and he had almost forgotten the faces of his sisters and nieces 
and nephews. Even his brother Krzysztof, his closest friend and companion, was but a dim memory. As 
Attila had so astutely discerned, he had, indeed, lost his will He finished his meal in thoughtful silence, hardly 
heeding the chatter of the others. 


He was startled from his thoughts by Falk plunking a tall tankard of ale in front of him. He looked up to see 
the others sitting around the table or the hearth drinking, except for Attila who was watching him with an 

oddly penetrating look. There was something about the older man that inspired trust in Jan, though he was 
aware that he knew nothing of these men. 


"Earlier | heard you say that bringing me here was a risk," Jan finally ventured, speaking quietly so that Attila 
alone could hear him. "I promise you that, if you ask it of me, | will tell no one of our meeting or about this 


house." 


Attila nodded slowly, "It would be best if you do not. But | assure you that we are not outlaws, nor are we 
wanted... by the law. You are safe here." 


It didn't escape Jan's notice that Attila specified that they weren't wanted by the law, but who, then, were 
they concerned about finding them? Or was he just being overly suspicious? As time passed since the 
attack on his group and the initial shock faded, Jan was aware that he was nervous, jumping at shadows, which 
wasn't his nature at all. It was a delayed reaction to the incident. These men were being kind to him, he 


should not read any more into the situation and accept their help without question. 


Falk swept into the room then and clapped his hands once. "Roel and! have filled three tubs in the larder with 


hot water. The three weary travelers can soak and relax." 


"Not |" Charles stood, draining his ale. "I want to check the rabbit snares | set below the spring, now that the 


rain has lessened. | will bathe in the spring." 


"The water will be shockingly cold!" Falk protested, drawing a rare smile from Charles, who slapped the slender 


man on the back as he passed. 
"You can pamper me another time, my friend, | have work to do." 


Falk looked inquiringly at Atilla but the older man shook his head, "Perhaps later. | don't mind if the water is 


cold. At the moment | would like to look over your maps, Falk. We need to determine how far it is to Braclaw." 
"| should look too, then," Jan offered. 


"No, no, you are not familiar with this area. If | learn of a path or road, we will talk then, but now enjoy 


your bath." 
‘Come, then’ Matthew clasped Jan's shoulder briefly, "it will be more hot water for us!" 


The larder was a room built of stone added onto the back of the kitchen, partially sunk in the ground for 
storage of food. Three wooden tubs stood in a space between shelves beneath hanging hams and drying 
vegetables. Some linen was folded on a stool by each tub for use as toweling and squares of homemade soap 
lay nearby. Matthew immediately started to strip off his jerkin, revealing a cotton tunic beneath, but Jan 
found himself hesitating. he mentally shook himself, knowing he was being foolish. Hadn't he bathed with his 
brother throughout his childhood? Hadn't he gone swimming nude every summer in the river Vistula with 


other boys he'd been schooled with? Why, then, did he feel so reluctant to undress in Matthew's presence? 


Steeling himself, Jan turned away and quickly stripped, stepping quickly into the tub and then drawing in his 
breath sharply at the heat of the water. Finally, he dared turn to see Matthew already immersed in the 


water, leaning back his head in obvious enjoyment. Matthew opened his eyes to look at Jan 
"Can there be anything better than this, eh, Janick?" 


Jan was still feeling ill at ease, though he relaxed as the water warmed his tired muscles. "My friends at 


home call me Jan. You can, too, if you wish." 


"Jan," Matthew smiled his thin smile. The patch of beard on his chin dipped into the water as he sank lower 
and he sighed. "Tell me about your home, Jan You say your father is a baron, you must have a fine hall or 


castle." 


Jan was forced to laugh, "Not so fine or large, just a manor house, My father is a minor nobleman, not rich 
or powerful. Still, he owns land which will be lost if the partition of our land takes place so | was sent to the 


conclave, as your Father Dorn correctly guessed." 


‘| wonder that your father did not go himself," Matthew mused. 


"He felt he couldn't leave our land unguarded," Jan said, "and he wants me to take more of an interest in the 


estate. l'm afraid he thinks I'm rather useless." Jan couldn't keep the note of bitterness from his voice. 
"You are his only son?" 


Jan shook his head, "No, | have a brother, Krzysztof. Also two sisters. Krzysztof joined the military; | fear 


for him in these troubled times." 


Matthew was washing himself with the waxy soap but glanced over to Jan, "And by undertaking this journey, 


representing your father's interests at this council, you hoped to gain your father's favor?" 


Jan gave a reluctant smile, "Something like that. If | can prove myself useful to him at home, perhaps he will 


abandon his other plans for me." 
"Other plans?" Matthew stopped scrubbing and looked at Jan with curiosity. 


Jan sighed, "He has been trying to arrange a marriage for me to the daughter of a Hungarian Count. Some 
connection with the Hapsburgs. Father feels it will help guarantee his position to have such connections if the 
partition of the Commonwealth takes place ." 


"And you don't wish to marry the girl?" 
"| don't wish to marry any girll" Jan burst out. "I have not even met her, and | do not want to." 


Matthew looked at Jan and Jan finally looked up, meeting the other man's gaze. In the candlelight, Matthew's 
brown eyes looked almost amber, and his expression was unreadable. The ends of his long auburn hair were 
wet and soap was in his sparse chest hair. Jan got a sudden, powerful flashback to the last nude man he had 
seen; Brunon. The two men were as different as night and day, Brunon had been short and muscular, his body 
a dense mat of hair, his eyes penetrating and sometimes sharp. Matthew was slender, his skin almost as pale 
as Jan's own, and his eyes were soft and thoughtful. 


Matthew's eyes were locked onto his and it was with some effort that Jan tore his gaze away. "I apologize 


for speaking so candidly, Matthew. My problems are mine alone and | will face them when | get home." 


"You need not apologize," Matthew said softly, "You may speak freely with me and with everyone in this house. 
But come, the water is growing cold" He dipped his head under the surface for a moment, scrubbing his hair. 
Janick did likewise, attempting to run his fingers through the tangles. 


"Here," Matthew tossed him a wooden comb. Jan worked the comb through his wavy hair and looked up to see 
Matthew again watching him. 


"Your hair is like fresh honey, rippling in waves," the auburn-haired man said, almost as if speaking to himself. 
He gave an almost sad smile. Matthew stood abruptly, moving so unexpectedly that Jan didn't have time to 

look away. He got a brief glimpse of a lean, well-muscled body before the man wrapped a piece of linen about 
himself, drying himself with another piece. Feeling himself blushing but not knowing why, Jan also stepped out 


of the water, averting his eyes as he, too, dried himself and redressed. 
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Chapter Three 


Author's Notes: 
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make absolutely no claims of any kind and own only my imagination - | write for pleasure not for profit. 


The two men re-entered the main house to find Attila and Falk pouring over some faded maps spread across 
the refectory table in the main hall of the house. A fire burned brightly in the long hearth and Janick went 
forward partly out of curiosity over what they were looking at and partly for the warmth. 


"Ah!" Atilla looked up as they approached, "I must take my own bath before the water is too cold; | lost track 
of the time. Falk, please inform our guest what we've learned” The older man got up, heading for the back 
room, and Falk, looking excited, spread one of the maps, setting the pewter candelabra on one edge to keep it 


from curling. 


"Sit down, Janick, sit down You too, Matthew. See here," he pointed a long thin finger at an area of the map, 
"This is approximately where we are now. As you can see, Braclaw is here," he stabbed the finger at a crudely 
drawn town to the west, "some distance away. You must have wandered straight south after your party was 


attacked, and at that point | believe your leader would have turned sharply west" 


"If the leader wasn't already lost." Matthew interjected, also studying the map. It was obviously an old map, 
possibly at least a century out of date, but Matthew seemed to be able to read it clearly. "We found you 
here," he gestured, "some fifty miles north of here. Braclaw is at least fifty miles west of that point, perhaps 
100 miles from here. I'm afraid it will not be an easy matter to outfit you for such a journey. We have no 


horses or wagons to put at your disposal, and on foot it could take a week or more." 


Janick looked on, his heart sinking. To him the map appeared to show endless forests and mountains. "It's 


hopeless," he murmured. 


"No, no, my friend, "Falk patted his shoulder reassuringly. "Nothing is hopeless. It will just take planning. It's 
already late autumn, winter could strike at any time. We will need to provide you with warmer clothes and at 


least a week of provisions." 


"But" Janick protested, "I cannot ask you to give me your food when, as you said, winter is approaching! It's bad 
enough that l'm eating your food while | am here!" 


Matthew smiled his thin smile, "No need to concern yourself with that! My brother and | are hunters, 
remember? Roel is a fine trapper in his own right. We can spare the food, though it may take us some time 


to gather what you will need. As Father Dorn pointed out, you will already have missed the conclave, but | 


expect that when your party didn't arrive it wasn't difficult to guess what had happened. | feel certain that 
when you arrive in Braclaw, you will find many who are pleased to see that there was a survivor and wil 


gladly help you return north to your home." 


Janick reluctantly nodded, "You may be right. There were only four of our local nobility in the party; the rest 
were merchants or wealthy landowners whose interests were also against the proposed partition. In this case," 


his voice almost broke and he swallowed, "in this case, being the son of a baron may be in my favor." 


Falk gave him a curious look, but Matthew understood and nodded, "It will be, I'm sure. "He stood, "But now | 
must retire for the night. We will speak more of this in the morning, when Father Dorn has had time to 


conceive a plan. Goodnight, Janick. Falk." 


To Janick's surprise, Matthew didn't go to the stairs but instead pulled on a fur wrap and went out the door. 
Janick looked at Falk, a question forming on his lips, but Falk forestalled him. 


"He will check on Charles first. They have been looking out for one another since they were small children, old 


habits die hard" 


Janick nodded, though he didn't really understand. Presently Falk escorted him back upstairs to the bedchamber 
where he's napped earlier. "This used to be Roel's room," Falk told him, "But Roel built a small cabin of his own 


behind the main house last year. He prefers to be on his own" 


In the room Janick found that his own clothes had been cleaned and lay folded on the only chair. He turned to 
thank Falk, but the man had already left, the door closing softly behind him. Interesting man, Falk, Janick 
reflected. He had the air of a learned man, yet he was living in this remote house far from any university or 
even large town The entire household was unusual, but Janick was too tired to spare any time wondering 


about it. He was asleep almost as soon as the candle was out. 


Janick awoke in a cold sweat, the echo of a disturbing dream he couldn't quite remember making his heart 
pound. The tall, narrow window was directly across from the bed and through its watery panes Jan could see 
the dim light of a quarter moon through the branches of the trees behind the house. Falk had placed a pitcher 
of water and a wooden cup in the room, so he got a drink while idly looking out the window. He had no idea how 
long he had been asleep and was studying the shadows beneath the trees to try to ascertain the time when a 
movement further down the slope away from the house caught his eye. It seemed to be an animal, but a 
rather large one. Jan wasn't unduly alarmed; he knew the forest was host to all sorts of wildlife. Fox, deer, 
even wolves and bear were known to live in the forested areas and whatever this animal was, it had to be one 
of the latter. It stayed in the shadows of the bushes but moved with the gait of a canine and was too large 
for a fox. Within a few moments it vanished into the underbrush and Jan shrugged it off, climbing back into 
bed and wrapping the thick wool blankets around him, as the room had grown chilled. 


Sleep eluded him, though, and he lay for some time, his thoughts tumbling through his head. At one point he 
thought he heard the faint closing of the front door but couldn't be sure. Someone going outside to relieve 
themselves, possibly. Forcing himself not to think of the slaughter of his former companions, he found his 


thoughts going back to Brunon time and time again. He'd only first met the mercenary as the party gathered 
to leave Bydgoszcz and they were drawn into conversation by being the youngest men in the party. They rode 
side by side the first two days of travel and Jan learned that Brunon, despite his being less than 30 years old, 
had traveled far and had soldiered in France, Hungary, and Saxony before being chosen as a guard for this 
diplomatic mission. Pleased to find an eager listener, Brunon told Jan many stories of his travels and exploits as 


they rode. 


It wasn't until their fourth day of travel when they stopped at an inn in a small town that their budding 
friendship took another turn. The inn was thrilled to serve such an unexpected and large party and the ale 
flowed freely. By twos and threes, the other members of the entourage drifted off to bed, leaving Janick and 
Brunon alone in a darkened corner of the smokey room. Jan could never say if it was the ale or his loosened 


inhibitions but he and Brunon started talking of more personal matters. 


"You've been in many an inn such as this, | would imagine," Jan ventured. "And I'm sure you've bedded many a 


barmaid!" He nodded to where a young woman was cleaning the tables across the room. 


Brunon smiled, but a bit wistfully, "Perhaps | have, but | don't feel like talking about those things right now." His 
dark brown eyes seemed to bore into Janick's and Janick would always remember how his heart skipped a beat 
at that moment, somehow feeling like he couldn't catch his breath. "Because none I've ever bedded have been 


nearly as attractive as you.” 


Janick remembered trying to laugh away his discomfort, though he was sure his voice was shaky. "Ah, but l'm 


not a barmaid, or even a maid." 


"Does it matter?" Brunon’s voice was quiet, his eyes still locked on Jan's. "Does it matter to you, Janick of 
Gers?" 


Janick was shaking his head without thinking. "No..," he managed to say, his voice almost trembling now. "No, it 
doesn't matter at all." 


Janick shook his head, trying to tear his mind away from the memories. As one of the noblemen's sons, he had 
been given a tiny but private room beneath the old inns eaves that fateful night, and after making his rather 
unsteady way up the stairs he was sitting on the narrow cot removing his boots when the door opened. In the 


back of his mind, he had expected it to, and had worried that it wouldn't. 


Brunon was in the doorway, hesitating for a moment before he saw Jan's face. Then he entered. Jan didn't 
know what to expect, but Brunon was slow and gentle. Jan didn't tell him that this was his first sexual 
experience of any kind, but he knew Brunon knew. His hands were slow and warm in Jan's body, touching him in 


ways he couldn't have imagined in his wildest dreams. That night Brunon brought them both pleasure just using 


his hands. 


Two nights later when the party was camped in a cluster of trees near the road, Brunon had early guard duty 
and Janick, hoping against hope, made his bed in a nest of tall ferns some distance from the others. He was 


asleep when Brunon awakened him by slipping beneath the covers with him. 


| was thinking of you lying here as | walked my rounds," Brunon whispered, his voice barely audible. "Walking so 
near to you and unable to come to you. Thinking of what I'd like to do," He was kissing Jan's neck, murmuring 


against his skin. "Do you know what I'd like to do, my Janick?" His hands were already loosening Jan's trousers. 


"No..." Jan began, then nearly cried out loud. Brunon had suddenly dipped beneath the blanket and engulfed Jan's 
length in his mouth. Jan clutched Brunon's long brown hair, biting his lip to keep quiet as he involuntarily 
bucked his hips. His lover laid a warm palm on his stomach as his mouth worked its magic, working at him until 


Jan jerked and spent himself violently. Dear God, he had heard stories of things like this but had only half 


believed them. It was over far, far too soon 


Jan turned abruptly in his bed, punching the flattened bag that served as a pillow, still hoping for sleep, though 
his memories were having an effect on his body. Damn it, he thought, willing himself not to dip his hand below 
his waist. Brunon was gone now; he had been gone for less than a week. It was wrong, very wrong, to feel 
aroused at the memories of what had passed between them. Then he remembered Brunon's last words. Brunon 
had said he loved him. There had been times during their trek together when Jan had felt he was being used. 
There were no women in the entourage and the other men were much older. When they came to the city of 
Lodz and found rooms at the finest inn, Janick waited, and Brunon didn't show. He'd seen the mercenary talking 
to a tavern girl earlier and he knew what had happened. He also knew he had no right to feel the pang in his 
heart, but he felt it anyway. At least he had the man's profession of love to ease that sharp memory a bit. 


Still, it was nearly dawn before Janick was able to drift off into an uneasy sleep again. 


Chapter Four 
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The sun was well up by the time Janick blearily made his way downstairs the next morning. He found Falk, 
Atilla, and Matthew sitting at the refectory table while Roel was sweeping out the hearth. As soon as Falk saw 
him, he jumped up. 


‘Ive kept some of the porridge warm, Janick; let me get you some!" He vanished into the kitchen before Jan 


could react, and Jan started to apologize for sleeping so late. 


"No, no.." Atilla waved off his apologies. "We keep no regular hours in this house; you are free to sleep as long 
as you like! Come, sit down! We've been debating your situation’ 


"Have you learned anything that might help me get home?" Jan asked as he smiled gratefully at Falk who set a 
bowl of steaming porridge in front of him. 


Atilla sighed, his face grim. "Yes and no. Roel is the only one among us who has ever been through the route 
you would have to travel, if you were to try to go directly to Braclaw from here. This morning he told us 
that these maps are inaccurate. There are mountains that aren't shown, here," he pointed to an area 
northwest of their location, "and the passes through them may already be blocked with snow." 

Jan stopped eating, concerned. "Surely there are other ways through the mountains?" 

Roel had sat at the far end of the table, and he shook his head, "No. There is only one pass." Roel wasn't a 


talkative man, and he didn't elaborate, but his meaning was plain. He clearly believed the mountain pass was 


blocked. 
“All right, what if | take an indirect route, bypassing the mountains?" 


Attila shook his head, "It would add weeks to your journey, and there are few villages in that area where you 
could resupply.” 


"Bad area, bad people," Roel put in unexpectedly, then abruptly got up and left the house. 


"He simply means there are robber gangs there, the same sort that attacked your companions," Matthew 


hastened to explain. 


"But what am | to do, then?" Jan asked despondently, pushing his empty bowl away. 


"The simplest solution would be to wait until the spring thaw clears the pass," Matthew suggested. "We will be 


more than happy for you to winter here with us." 


"But..." Jan began, then let his voice trail off. It seemed that this was, indeed, the simplest solution After 
thinking for several moments, aware that the three men were watching him expectantly, Jan took a breath. 
"You are right, of course. But | will do my share of the work here; | do not expect to be treated as a quest if 


| am to live here for several months." 


Atilla nodded, seeming to expect that answer, "Of course, of course. Both Roel and Falk will be pleased with the 
help." 


"Can you hunt?" Matthew asked. Jan shook his head. 


"Not the kind of hunting that you mean. I've accompanied my father's hunts, but they were organized affairs. | 
don't have any skill in tracking or shooting.” 


Matthew seemed to look relieved at that, which surprised Jan, and he nodded. 


"The winter will give us time to plan your return to your home," Atilla said with an air of finality. "The first 
thaws should be in March, some five months from now. | fear that any contribution you may have made to 
the political conclave will have been for naught, anyway, as you are the only representative remaining. And, 

sadly, your family will assume you are dead as soon as they hear that your party didn't arrive as expected. 


Their surprise, then, will be all the greater when you do return" 


Jan nodded, knowing that his siblings would mourn, but knowing also that they would accept that he was gone 
and move on with their lives. His father may even be relieved to no longer have to be concerned with 
structuring Jan's future. What he would do when Jan eventually did return, Jan could only guess. He stood 
abruptly. 


"| will see if | can be of any help in the kitchen" In truth, he wanted to mull things over in his mind. The past 


several days seemed unreal to him, and this only compounded that feeling. 


Falk was pouring water into a large tub as he entered the cozy too. And he looked up with a smile. "You are to 
be with us for a while; | couldn't help overhearing. Good, good!" 


Jan placed his bowl in the washwater with other dishes and used a rag to begin scrubbing them. "It seems my 
only alternative, but I'm simply grateful that you have taken me in | have no doubt that | would have died in 


the wilderness alone." 


Falk, too, was busy washing up. "| am afraid you are right. It is very much like Father Dorn to offer you 
shelter; the man will do anything to help someone in trouble. Anything," he repeated, as if to himself. 


After a few moments, Jan spoke up, "I am a bit confused as to how to address Father Dorn. He introduced 
himself to me simply as Atilla." 


Falk was silent for a moment, stacking clean dishes on the table before he replied, "If he introduced himself as 
Atilla, then you should surely call him Atilla. Its been many years since he was with the church; we are just 


used to calling him Father Dorn. He is as a father to us, in many ways." 


Falk fell silent then, and there was something in his tone that told Jan he didn't want to pursue the subject. 
They worked in silence, Janick pondering this household of men he would be making a home with. He knew next 
to nothing about them, but he trusted his instincts that they were good men. As they finished returning the 
clean plates and bowls to the shelf where they were kept, Falk seemed to throw off his pensive mood. 


"We will need water. Janick, there is a spring behind the house. Will you fill these buckets for me? The path 
from the door leads straight to the spring." He indicated two wooden buckets near the back door, and Jan, glad 


to make himself useful, caught them up and went outside. 


Outside the door, he paused. The previous days rain had left the air smelling cool and fresh, and the sun was 
filtering through the evergreen trees. A few birds sang nearby, and Jan could faintly hear the stream trickling 
through the rocks. A well-worn path led off toward the sound of the water and Janick followed it, coming upon 
a spring a short distance from the house. It had been dug out and lined with rock with rock steps laid in the 
earth, so Janick knelt and filled the buckets. It was beautiful there and he felt a sense of peace for the first 
time in days. The ground sloped downwards and after several hundred yards the trees thinned, showing 
patches of open meadow further down the hill. Here and there clusters of aspen and birch still held golden 


leaves, but beyond the meadow the woods crowded thickly again, stretching as far as Jan could see. 


Realizing he was lingering too long, Jan made his way back to the house. As he approached the kitchen door, 
however, he heard raised voices within, and he heard his name. He hesitated, unwilling to interrupt and also 


unwilling to eavesdrop. 


".. you made this decision without consulting me," a voice he recognized as Charles' was saying. "It is 
dangerous; far too dangerous for that man to remain here until spring!" Charles hadn't been present when he'd 
come downstairs, but Jan had thought little of it at the time, assuming they had discussed it with him before 


he'd awakened. 
Atilla's tones were calm, but adamant, "Charles, you know we can't turn someone out, this is not how we live!" 
Matthew's softer voice spoke then, "I regret that we couldn't discuss this with you, my brother, but you were 


out late, and we didn't feel we should wake you. | was sure you would agree to it; surely you are not 


suggesting that we turn Janick out to make his own way in the wilderness?" 


Charles was still agitated, "You are foolish to think he can stay here all these months and not...” 


Atilla's voice cut him off, "| have spent many hours thinking about it, Charles. You know | would never endanger 


what we have here, but | genuinely believe Janick poses no threat" 


Janick felt his earlier buoyant spirits sinking once again into gloom. He didn't know what these men feared, 
although it had been obvious from the first that they feared something. He had given Atilla his word that he 
wouldn't tell anyone of these men or this house, and he meant to hold to that promise whether he stayed a 
few days or a few months. Could his very presence here be some sort of threat? He couldn't see how that 
was possible, but he knew nothing of these people. He quietly laid the buckets on the doorstep and walked back 
down the path. He needed to clear his mind; he needed to think. 


Jan returned to the glade with the spring and sat on a rock, looking off down the valley, lost in thought. He had 
no idea how long he'd been sitting there and had almost made up his mind to simply slip away from the house 
and try his luck crossing the mountains, when he became aware of a presence behind him. He turned suddenly 
to find Matthew standing a few feet away. The sun was filtering through the trees in such a way it 
highlighted Matthew's long auburn hair, and he was standing so still he momentarily seemed to be some sort 
of forest sprite. 


"What troubles you, Janick?" the hunter asked quietly. "Your eyes look so lost 


"I am a burden to you and your friends," Jan replied, his voice almost a whisper. He looked away, looking back 


down the hill. "Perhaps it would have been for the best if you had never found me." 


Matthew moved forward quickly, taking a seat on a stump in front of Jan. "Do not talk like that" He paused. 
"You overheard my brother just now, didn't you?" 


Jan nodded; there was no point in denying it. "He seems to think that my being here jeopardizes you in some 
way. | have promised that | will never speak to anyone about this place, and | won't. But |.) think | should leave. 


Now, today." 


Matthew sighed. "Charles is older than myself and has always felt he is my protector. Since we have been 
living here, he feels he is responsible for the safety of all of us, but he can be overzealous. And over- 
cautious. Father Dorn is speaking to him now, calming him. He will accept your presence here until spring; he 


was simply surprised when we told him you are staying." 


Jan was shaking his head, searching for words to express what he had been sitting there thinking about, "I 
don't know what it is that he fears - that you all fear - but | promise you that there is nothing to fear from 
me! You have secrets; that is plain, but | do not want to know what they are! You have been kind to me, and 
that is all | care about!" 


"| know," Matthew was sitting only a short distance away, and he reached out, touching Jan briefly on the knee. 


"I know we can trust you Janick, just as you must know you can trust us. You might say we are.. are hiding 


here. Hiding from the world, a world that doesn't want us and that we do not want to be a part of. We mean 
no harm to anyone; we just want to be left alone. Please stay, Janick. It would be foolish to leave this late in 


the year" 


Janick thought about that. "In a way," he said thoughtfully, "| envy you for having this place." He'd been looking 
away, but turned his gaze to Matthew, feeling the impact of the man's gaze. For a moment, their eyes locked 


and Jan didn't feel like he could look away. 
‘| will stay until spring," he heard himself saying, "and will not betray your trust.” 


A slow smile spread across Matthew's thin lips. "Good. | like you Janick. Its been a long time since I've met 
anyone | like so much. Come," He stood, offering a hand to Janick to help him rise from the low stone he was 


seated on. "We will go and see if Father Dorn has convinced Charles that your staying is for the best: 


Jan stood, but somewhat to his surprise, Matthew didn't relinquish his hand. The hunter's grip was firm and 
warm and somehow comforting. He only released Jan's hand when he opened the kitchen door. Falk was busy 
pouring the water Jan had brought into a large cauldron suspended over the kitchen hearth, and Roel was 
stacking wood in the wood box nearby. Charles and Atilla sat at the rough wooden kitchen table, and as Jan 
entered, Charles looked up. 


‘| understand you are staying with us until the mountain pass thaws in the spring. We... we are glad to have 


you. 


Jan nodded, noting that while Charles looked contrite and perhaps a bit subdued, his words seemed sincere. Still, 


he wanted to reassure the man. He realized now that what he took as hostility was simply concern for the 


household. 


"Thank you, Charles. | want to thank you all," he swept his eyes around the room, including everyone. "I give 


you my promise that | will not ask any questions of you or pry into your lives in any way." 


He saw a warmer expression in Charles’ eyes at those words and the man managed a brief smile, acknowledging 


Jan's promise with a simple nod. Atilla was watching the exchange with interest and his posture relaxed a bit. 
"You will find us a simple household, friend Janick. Matthew and Charles hunt for our meat, Falk tends the 
garden in summer and cooks for us. Roel cuts our firewood and performs any repairs needed to the property. 
Me," he gave a self-deprecating laugh, "I am here for anything any of you may need. You will fit in well, | 
believe." 

Falk clasped Jan's shoulder, "You will be a great help to us." 


"As long," Charles looked up with one last warning, "as you remember your promise." 


Jan met the man's eye squarely. "| will remember." 


That afternoon Jan learned his way around the house and property. The room he'd been given was the first at 
the top of the stairs but beyond his door were two other doors belonging, he learned, to rooms occupied by 
Falk and Atilla. Downstairs off the main hall was a short passage leading to two other small rooms where 
Charles and Matthew slept. Observing the house more closely, Jan noticed that it was very well constructed 
but some parts looked much older than others, as though the original building had been added onto. The 
furnishings, too, were a curious mix of rustic, obviously homemade pieces, combined with finer furnishings. The 
odd mix was apparent throughout the house, even the kitchenware was a mix of wooden plates and cups with 
several pieces of china and fine glassware. Jan's natural curiosity was piqued, but he had promised to ask no 


questions. 


There were two small outbuildings behind the main house. One was the privy, and the other was a small cabin 


where Roel lived Matthew was walking with Jan, pointing out various landmarks as they walked down the slope. 


"At the bottom of this hill, perhaps five or six hours walk from here, is our nearest village. It's only a handful 
of houses but Father Dorn makes a trip there every few weeks to sell hides we've tanned and to buy flour, 


oatmeal, and that sort of thing." 


Jan nodded, staring across the seeming never-ending carpet of trees below them. He had never been so far 
from civilization, he realized, although he knew that this region was an ancient area, fought over and inhabited 
by various migrating peoples for centuries. Jan had been well educated, having been tutored at home then sent 


to university, and he knew that Slavs, Turks, even Mongols had all laid claim to this region, yet somehow the 


land looked as if it had been untouched by them all. 
"Are you familiar with the process of tanning?" Matthew asked, bringing Janick out of his reverie. 


"Somewhat," Jan responded hesitantly. There was a tannery in the village on his father's estate and as a small 
boy he'd hung around the establishment with other boys in the village, playing amongst the vats of soaking 
hides. 


"Good, "Matthew smiled, "you can help me with it. Charles is away hunting so often that | usually have to do it 
myself." 


"He hunts more often than you?" Jan immediately cursed himself. That was a question, and he had agreed to 


ask none. 


Matthew nodded, suddenly subdued, "He feels safest in the forest. His woodcraft is excellent; he can creep to 
within ten yards of a stag without being detected. " 


Jan let the subject drop, quelling his rampant curiosity with difficulty. They walked on in companionable silence 
and Jan was acutely aware of the other man's nearness. Matthew smelled of fresh air and woodsmoke, and his 
mere presence was having a remarkable effect on Jan. He realized that he was no longer dwelling on the death 


of his former companions or the looming question of how, and when, he could return to his home. Instead, he 


was enjoying the tranquility of the forest, the crisp air and occasional birdsong, and he was very much 
enjoying the companionship of Matthew. 
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The next few days found Janick learning the routine of this unusual household he was now a part of. His 
nights were still restless, his sleep troubled by half-remembered dreams, but his waking hours were busy, and 
he helped with the simpler chores. Helping Falk in the kitchen took quite a bit of his time because the slender 
man not only cooked; he also butchered the game that Matthew and Charles brought in. 


The two hunters continued to puzzle Jan. They left the house to hunt, sometimes one or the other, 
sometimes both together, daily, but they left in the evening near sunset. Though he knew little about hunting, 
Jan still knew that this was unusual and that hunting usually started at dawn. He caught himself once or 


twice on the verge of asking Falk about it, remembering his promise just in time. 


Atilla, or Father Dorn as the others usually called him, spent much time sitting at the table in the main hall 
reading from a pile of loosely bound books or single papers he kept in an intricately carved locked wooden chest 
in a corner. Jan wondered why the box was kept locked but, again, he had to hold his tongue. Sometimes Jan 
observed him scrawling furiously with a quill, completely absorbed in what he was doing. Jan saw little of Roel; 
the man stoked the fires and brought wood, keeping the woodboxes full, but he otherwise kept to himself. 
Charles seemed to accept Jans presence but remained reserved, not seeking Jan out or speaking to him unless 


it was necessary. 


One morning during his first week at the house, Matthew sought Jan out and took him outside to an area 

behind the house where the tanning was done. He showed Jan how to use the draw knife to scrape the inner 
flesh from the hides then apply a mix of animal brains and oil to preserve them, stretching them on slabs of 
wood to dry. Most of the hides were of small game, rabbit or squirrel, though there were a few deer hides 


dryi ng. 


"Here, try it," Matthew stretched a fox hide fur side down on a makeshift table and handed Jan the long draw 
knife. 


"Oh no, I'll surely ruin it! Jan protested. 
"It will still be of value if you do," Matthew assured him, so Jan took the knife and, imitating what he'd seen 


Matthew do, attempted to draw it down the hide to scrape off remnants of flesh. He nicked the hide and let 


out a groan of dismay. 


"You have to change your angle," Matthew put his hands over Jans on the knife handle, "like this." 


He guided Jan's hands expertly and finished fleshing the hide, but Jan found himself having difficulty absorbing 
Matthew's instructions. The feel of the man's strong, warm hands over his own was distracting and Matthew 
stood directly behind him, his arms at either side of Jan. Jan felt the other man's warm breath on his neck 

and the heat of his body almost pressing against him in the chill air and he abruptly broke away, faltering for 


words. 
‘|... l'm afraid | won't be of much use to you in this particular task," he managed, trying to breathe normally. 


Matthew hadn't moved away, still standing close to Jan, and it was a moment before he spoke. "That's all 
right, then," he said softly. "You can help by soaking the fresh hides in brine. They need to be soaked for a 
few days to keep them supple.” 


Jan nodded, not trusting himself to speak, and the moment passed, leaving Jan to wonder why Matthew's mere 


nearness made him feel so flustered. 


The main meal of the day was in the evening, with Jan helping Falk serve and clean up after. The meals were 
simple but wholesome, and the conversations were usually centered around ordinary things such as the 
weather or the supply of game. When either Falk or Atilla took part in the conversation, it only reinforced 
Jan's conviction that both were educated men with backgrounds far from this rustic house in the wilderness. 
It wasn't what they said as much as how they spoke, and occasionally they made vague, unintentional 
references to events that had taken place in years past. Roel spoke seldom, and Charles concentrated on his 


meal, speaking mostly only to his brother. 


By far the most talkative person of the lot was Falk, though his chatter was usually about mundane, everyday 
things. As they washed up after the evening meal, Falk would sometimes speak of the weather patterns he 
was noticing, of how the frost was heavier with each passing morning, and how the game was getting scarcer 


on the mountain as winter approached. 


"Soon Matthew and Charles will have to go further into the low country for deer," he commented one evening 
as they disposed of the bones from the venison steaks they'd just eaten. He looked concerned, even worried at 


the prospect. 

"That is a problem?" Jan ventured, hoping that this wouldn't be taken as an intrusive question. 

Falk shrugged, trying unsuccessfully to brush off his apparent concern. "It simply means they will be gone 
longer on their hunts and hunting closer to where other people live. Some villagers get upset over strangers 


hunting near their homes." 


Jan had almost forgotten the furtiveness of the two brothers when they first encountered him and Charles’ 
suspicious attitude toward him, and this sharply reminded him that these people were apparently in hiding. 


‘Isn't there enough food stored up that they need not..." He started, then bit off his words. 


Falk seemed to understand and smiled at him. "Small game does not go far in feeding six grown men, and the 
stored vegetables need to be rationed to last until spring. No, they will need to hunt deer or boar, but never 
mind; | should not have said anything. They know how to be cautious." 


Jan laid thinking in his bed that night; as usual, finding himself unable to sleep soundly. He willed himself not to 
wonder about the reasons why Matthew and Charles needed to be so careful when they hunted closer to 
inhabited areas; he found his thoughts instead continually straying toward Matthew. The man's soft voice, his 
quick laugh, his unfailing patience and kindness toward Jan as Jan slowly learned how to do the chores of the 
house were like a healing balm to Jan As a baron's son, Jan had never been required to perform manual 
labor, though he by no means felt it was beneath him. It was Matthew, even more than Falk, who explained to 
Jan the importance of burying the kitchen scraps or disposing of them in the privy to prevent the scent from 
attracting scavenging wildlife, who asked for Jan's help in piling dirt around the foundations of the logs of the 
house as a sort of insulation against the coming cold weather, and who coached him as he learned the 
rudiments of tanning. Matthew's gentle guidance and unexpected occasional bursts of humor were a steadying 


element through the changes Jan's life had suddenly taken. 


The snow arrived two weeks after Jan's arrival, but he had been watching the distant mountains across the 
valley and noted how each day the snow was lower and lower on their slopes. The skies turned leaden late in 
the afternoon and the next morning when Jan awoke, the windowpane was frosted and there was a dusting of 
snow on the ground. The creek from the spring had ice at the edges, though the spring was clear. Heavy 
clouds threatened more snow to come, and that afternoon Charles and Matthew left the house before the 
evening meal, announcing that they hoped to locate a boar before the tracks were obliterated by snow. As 
he watched them depart from the main door, something occurred to Jan that, due to his lack of knowledge 
about hunting, he had never noticed before. Neither man carried any sort of weapon. A question formed on 
his lips as he turned back inside, but at the last second, he realized he couldn't ask. The hunters produced 
game; they almost always had at least a rabbit or other small animal to show for their hunt, so perhaps they 


cached their weapons somewhere in the woods. 


At that moment Falk looked in from the kitchen. "Janick? The water is starting to boil. Could you add the 


meat, please, while | cut up vegetables for the stew?" 


Jan went to the kitchen, his questions momentarily pushed from his mind. Late that night, though, Jan found 
himself lying tense and wakeful in the bed, listening for the soft closing of the front door that he was 
becoming used to hearing every night the hunters went out. It was very late when he finally heard it, and 


only then was he able to drift off into sleep. 


After a few days, the threat of snow abated and a cold wintery sun came out, though the air had turned 
much colder. Jan had only the Czamara he'd originally arrived wearing, appropriate for the milder weather of 
autumn but too thin for winter wear, so Matthew presented him with a warm tunic lined with fox fur one 


morning. 


"You will be cold working outside Today, my friend," Matthew pressed the garment into Janick's hands. "Please, 
take this." 


Jan ran his hand over the rich fur, "Surely this is too valuable to wear while working.” 


Matthew's soft chuckle came, "No, it was one of my early attempts at fashioning a garment. It will keep you 


warm, but it has many imperfections. " 


"Thank you," Jan murmured slipping the garment over his head as he followed Matthew outside. By the time 
the two had gathered the stretched hides to take into the house, Jan was glad of the warmth. Later in his 
room, Jan gave the tunic a cursory look It was stitched together somewhat crudely and there were a few 
places where the fur had slipped, falling off due to improper tanning, but Jan found himself smiling. He was 
picturing a younger Matthew learning by trial and error how to properly fashion the item and the vision 
somehow warmed his heart. In the back of his mind, he realized he had no idea how, when, or where Matthew 
had learned to do things such as this, but imagining it still left him feeling a closer connection with the man, 
albeit through pure fancy. 


A few weeks later, when winter fully arrived, there was a particularly heavy snowfall. Cold winds blew for 
days, chilling everyone to the bone. The bedrooms weren't heated, though they began to leave their bedroom 
doors open at night so the heat drifting up from the downstairs fireplaces could alleviate the cold somewhat. 
The storm lasted several days, and Jan sensed a restlessness in both Charles and Matthew at their forced 
inactivity. On the fourth day, the snow had lessened to mere flurries, though the drifts had piled against the 
house and every member of the house took a turn at clearing the pathways. At the evening meal, Charles 


was grumbling. 
‘lm going hunting tonight, whether you want to come with me or not," he looked at Matthew almost defiantly. 


Matthew returned his look evenly. "We have fresh meat for several more days, and plenty of salted meat for 
when that runs out." Jan was sitting across the table from the two and sensed an undercurrent beneath 


Matthew's words and tension as the two locked eyes. 
"You must go tonight?" Matthew asked pointedly. Finally, Charles gave a curt nod, and Matthew sighed. 
"If you intend to hunt where | think you do, | will accompany you. There is strength in numbers, after all.” 


Another odd exchange, Janick observed. He was seated directly across the table from the brothers, and they 
had not been speaking quietly. So many unexplained conversations and so many questions he couldn't ask. He 
sensed a shift in the mood around the table and from the corner of his eye he saw Falk and Atilla exchange 


worried glances. If they had adequate food on hand, why did Charles feel he needed to hunt? 


It was already dusk when the two hunters left the house. Jan was in the kitchen, ostensibly washing the 
supper dishes, but was watching from the doorway and saw Atilla, looking every inch a priest, put a hand on 


each men's shoulder and close his eyes in obvious prayer, something he did not usually do. Watching the two 


men walk away down the darkened hillside, he crossed himself yet again and sat by the pile of books seemingly 


always at his right hand on the table. 


The somber mood was contagious, and he and Falk talked little as they went about the evening chores. Roel 
brought in wood and expertly banked the fire for the night before silently leaving for his own tiny cabin and 
Atilla retired early without bidding everyone his usual goodnight. Jan, too, retired for the night but lay in 
fitful sleep, his mind filled not with memories of Brunon's sharp brown eyes and skillful touch but rather with 
images of Matthew and the little moments that stood out in his mind of the man, the quick, brief smile, the 


soft voice, the warmth in his eyes. 


Jan came awake abruptly as the front door to the house slammed loudly, followed by the sound of feet 
hurrying past his open door and low, excited voices. His heart constricted in his chest; something was very 
wrong. Jan threw off his heavy covers and made his way to the top of the stairs, uncertain whether he 


should rush downstairs. These men were, after all, like a family group and he was the outsider. 


He saw Falk lighting candles and Atilla stirring up the fire, but what made breath stop short was the sight of 
the two hunters. Matthew was seated slumped in a chair at the table with Charles helping to pull off his 
outer garments. When the fire roared into life, Jan saw that Matthew sat at an awkward angle, then he cried 


out loud, a choking sound. Matthew's entire right arm was soaked in blood. 
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Janick forgot to be discreet, he forgot that he wasn't a part of this strange household, forgot that he was 
merely a temporary resident here who had given a promise not to ask too many questions or interest himself 
in the personal lives of these men That was all forgotten instantly when he saw that Matthew was hurt. He 


bounded down the stairs in alarm. 


"What's happened?" he demanded, looking around the room. Without thinking, he knelt by Matthew, "How badly 


are you hurt?" 


No one seemed surprised by Jan's interest; they were too busy to pay him any heed. "It was a hunting 
accident," Atilla told him, sparing him a glance. Charles had carefully removed Matthew's outer tunic and was 
loosening the long-sleeved woolen jerkin he wore beneath. Matthew was gritting his teeth in pain as they 
attempted to remove the tight-fitting material. 


"Wait," Jan jumped up and ran to the kitchen, returning with one of the knives they used to butcher game. 
"Cut it from him, it will be quicker.” 


Charles glanced up in surprise, as though noticing for the first time that Jan was there, then took the knife, 
slicing through the bloody cloth. Falk turned from stoking the fire and grasped Jan's shoulder, "Get the kitchen 


fire as hot as you can, we will need to boil water!" 


Jan quickly turned, but glanced back, seeing Charles remove Matthew's shirt and expose an ugly, though small 
wound, on Matthew's shoulder. With a start, he realized that the broken shaft of an arrow was protruding 
slightly from the wound. Dear God, Matthew had been shot! 


It seemed to take forever to build the fire up beneath the large kettle and Jan unashamedly tried to listen to 
the hushed voices from the other room as he piled logs on the kindling. 


"several miles from the village," Charles was saying in answer to Attila's query. "We hunted that area last 
year; there are no houses nearby." His voice was shaking, and Jan spared a glance through the doorway to see 


Atilla wiping gently around the wound with a cloth. 


"That doesn't matter now," Atilla was saying. "We must get the arrow out..and examine the arrowhead." 


"Yes, yes.." Charles seemed to grow more agitated at that, and Falk hurried through the kitchen, going into the 


larder and emerging a minute later with a folded bolt of linen and a dark bottle tucked beneath his arm. 


"The brandy? Good, good. This is going to be very unpleasant, my son, " Atilla was addressing Matthew. "Drink, 
drink until the pain is dulled" 


Falk thrust the bundle of linen toward Jan, "Cut this into strips, will you? We will need bandages." He poked a 
finger into the lukewarm water in the kettle, shook his head, and hurried back to Matthew. Roel had come in 
quietly, no doubt having been awakened by the activity, and busied himself stirring the fire and lighting more 


candles. 


Waiting for the water to come to a boil, Jan returned to the main room, shaken by the sight of the blood. 
Matthew was dazed, taking a swig of the brandy every few seconds with his good hand as Atilla probed the 
wound as gently as he could. Charles stood back, helpless frustration on his face, his hands balled into fists. He 
was muttering under his breath, but Jan couldn't make out the words. Blood still sluggishly seeped from the 
wound, but it was the sight of the broken arrow shaft that chilled Janick. Three or four inches protruded 
from Matthew's shoulder. 


Falk entered the room with a bowl of steaming water and a few of the bandages that Jan had cut and stood 
by to help as Atilla began the process of removing the arrow. The room was silent as they watched, each one 
holding his breath as they watched Atilla clean the area around the wound and then, very carefully, make an 
incision. Jan's stomach clenched and he saw Charles look away as Matthew bit back a moan, obviously in great 
pain. Atilla's hands were steady but sweat beaded his brow as he concentrated on his task. Falk appeared to be 
murmuring a prayer and he silently handed Atilla fresh squares of cloth as the blood flowed freely from the 


incision. 
Atilla drew a breath. "Are you ready?" 
Matthew nodded. "Do it," he muttered, his voice strained. 


Jan cringed as Atilla probed the wound, searching for the arrowhead, then drew the projectile out quickly. 
Matthew let out a sharp cry and fainted, his head lolling back against the chair. Charles knelt at his side, 
mopping his brow as Atilla rinsed the remnant of the arrow in the water, rubbing the blood from the 


arrowhead with his fingers. 


"IFs only iron," he announced with a relieved sigh. Both Charles and Falk crossed themselves and he heard Roel 


whisper "Thank God!" 


Janick was puzzled, but scarcely heeded Atilla's words at the time, his entire attention on Matthew. He felt an 
almost overwhelming urge to cradle the unconscious man's head in his arms and was glad when Falk distracted 
him by as Falk asked for more hot water. Roel disappeared and returned a few minutes later with a leather 
pouch, placing it on the table. "Herbs," he simply said, and Atilla have him a quick nod of thanks. The wound was 
cleaned again and bandaged with a mixture of herbs. 


"He needs to rest now," Atilla said, looking suddenly exhausted. Charles took hold of his brother beneath his 
back, lifting his torso, and, unasked, Janick helped by taking his legs. Charles gave him a quick look but didn't 
protest, and together they moved the injured man down the short hallway to his bed. Falk brought a candle 
and, after tucking blankets around him, Falk left. Jan knew he should leave as well; there was nothing he could 
do at this point, but he was reluctant to leave Matthew's side. Charles was standing looking at his brother and 
this time Jan heard him mutter. "Its my fault. He could have been killed; its my fault!" 


What did that mean, Jan wondered. Did Charles shoot the arrow and accidentally hit his brother? No, he 
couldn't believe that; it didn't add up. 


Charles looked up at him suddenly. "Stay with him, Janick. | have to go!" 


Charles left the room hurriedly but a moment later Jan could hear Atilla's commanding voice. "No! It wil 


accomplish nothing if you go back there! You may be shot or killed yourself!" 


Charles's reply was angry and there was anguish in his voice, "My brother could have been killedl! | must learn 


who did this!" 


"Nol?" Atilla's voice boomed, deep and commanding. "I forbid it! You will risk everything, and it will not heal your 


brother!" 


"But it would not have happened if we hadn't gone so close to the villagel! It's my fault, mine and this damned 


curse!" Charles was nearly wailing, his worry and frustration overtaking him. 


Atilla lowered his voice, but the tones were so resonant that Jan had no difficulty still hearing him, "You know 


it is no one's fault! You have always known that!" 


Again, Jan was puzzled by the words. They weren't talking about a simple hunting accident, he realized. There 


was something else; something he couldn't understand. 
"Promise me you will not go back down there" Atilla was saying, "Swear it to mel” 


There was a moment of quiet, then Charles spoke so quietly Jan could almost not hear him. "I... | swear. l... | 
know you are right, Father. But," Jan's heart wrenched as he heard Charles begin to weep. "But pray for him, 


please. Pray for us alll" 


"Always, my son," Atilla's booming voice sank to a comforting tone, "I pray for us all constantly. Matthew will 


recover; | promise you." 


At that moment a moan behind him told Jan that Matthew was regaining consciousness. Falk had brought the 
half-empty bottle of brandy, ready to give him a sip. He noticed with mild surprise that it was French brandy, 


Armagnac, from hundreds of miles to the west. How did these men have such a fine, rare brandy available? So 


many questions. Jan shook his head, going to the bedside as Matthew tossed his head, still mostly unconscious. 
He laid his palm on the man's pale forehead and Matthew opened his eyes. 


"J.Janick? What happened? Where is Charles; is he all right?" 


Janick unconsciously stroked the sweat-dampened hair back. "Shh... yes, Charles is fine, he will be here 


momentarily. Please, lay still." 


He was still stroking the tangled auburn hair back when Charles returned to the room. He looked defeated; his 


normally fierce expression strained with worry. 
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"Go now," he told Janick. There was no malice in his tone, he merely sounded tired. Charles took the only chair 
in the room, drawing it close to his brother's bed, and Janick left, stopping at the door to glance back. Matthew 
turned his head and their eyes met, then the injured man's eyes closed as Charles held the bottle for him to 
drink. 


Jan emerged into the main room to find Falk and Atilla in a hushed conversation that stopped the moment they 
saw him. Roel had already gone back to his cabin. 


Thank you for your help, Janick" Atilla began, stepping forward, but Jan held up a hand, 


"There is no need to thank me. As long as | am in your home, you can depend on me to help in any way that | 
can. Will Matthew.. Jan's voice faltered and he swallowed. "Will he recover fully?" 


Atilla made a noncommittal gesture. "The wound wasn't near any vital organs and, thankfully, it was a clean 
wound. But the arrowhead was lodged in the shoulder muscles quite deeply." 


"There may be infection," Falk put in, his voice grave. "Only time will tell.” 


Jan had learned some general medical knowledge at university, and he knew that often wounds such as this 

would fester sometimes, resulting in death, even though the wound itself was minor. Little was known about 
the cause of this, but the very thought filled Jan with dismay. A part of his mind was surprised that Falk 

knew of such things, but he was thankful that he did. 


Jan made his way upstairs, knowing he wouldn't be able to sleep. His mind was whirling with the events of the 
night, and things he hadn't heeded at the time came back to him as he lay in his bed. Who shot Matthew, and 
why? Was it some remote farmer, angry over the men hunting on his land? Why did Charles seem to blame 
himself for the incident? Why, when they removed the arrowhead, had everyone been so relieved that it was 
made of iron? To Jan's eyes, it looked like any ordinary hunting arrow, most of which were fashioned of iron 
Why had the brothers ventured so near the village? Jan turned, lying facing the window but seeing only 
Matthew's eyes, bright with pain As he drifted into a fitful sleep, the image became blurred in his mind. 
Brunon's dying eyes and pain-filled eyes seemed to meld together and his dreams were filled with flying arrows 
and images of bright blood. 


Jan awakened blearily as someone, Falk, judging by his light step, passed his open door. There was a watery 
sunrise and, when he went outside to use the privy, the air had the heavy feel that promised snow. Falk was 
busy in the kitchen, his expression somber, but Jan went directly to Matthew's room. The candle had burned 
out and Charles was sleeping, his head resting on his crossed arms on the long narrow table, but Matthew was 
tossing his head restlessly in his sleep. Janick approached softly and laid his palm on the man's forehead, then 


drew it back, his heart lurching. The pale skin was unnaturally warm. 


"Falk," Jan hurried to the kitchen, keeping his voice low but hearing the note of worry in it. "I think Matthew 


has a fever!" 


Falk crossed himself, seemingly unconsciously, "| feared as much. The wound may be infected. We have a few 
things that may help him, and | will send Roel out to gather some herbs." After checking on the invalid, Falk 
quickly went to work making a broth of bone marrow and catnip mint. Roel entered and Falk consulted with him 
briefly, telling him they needed willow bark and wormwood, if he could locate any. Atilla came downstairs and 
Falk filled him in, at which point he immediately went into Matthew's room. As he helped Falk with the morning 
meal, Jan could hear the murmur of voices as Atilla spoke with Charles, though could not make out the words. 
Presently Charles stalked from the room and out the door, slamming it after him. Through the narrow 
windows, Jan could see the hunter pacing in the area before the house, tense and agitated. 


Falk put a small amount of broth in a bowl and made to take it to Matthew, but Jan volunteered to do it. He 
found Atilla at Matthew's bedside in an attitude of prayer, though he wasn't speaking aloud. The older man 


looked up as Jan entered and nodded. 

"Yes, he will need food. The fever will sap his strength." 

"Is he awake?" Jan tentatively sat in the chair at the bedside. 

Atilla stood from his kneeling position, "Off and on. | must find Charles; | fear he will do something foolish." 


When the older man had left the room, Jan hesitantly felt of his forehead, and the warm brown eyes opened, 


fixing on him. "Janick?" 
"Yes. I've brought some food. You must eat" 


Matthew attempted to sit straighter in the bed, grimacing in pain. Jan found a spare woolen blanket, adjusting 
it beneath the man's head to raise it. Matthew was very pale, freckles standing out bright against his white 
cheeks, but his eyes were clear, though filled with pain. Inexperienced with nursing, Jan awkwardly held 


spoonful's to his lips and he managed to sip a bit, asking for water when he had finished. 


"Though perhaps | should have brandy instead," Matthew joked weakly after Jan held a cup to his lips. "My 
shoulder feels as if it's on fire. My whole body feels as if it is burning up." 


Jan lowered the coverings far enough to check the bandage. It was fresh, Atilla evidently having changed it. "Is 
there anything else | can do for you?" Jan asked helplessly. 


Matthew managed a thin smile. "No, no, thank you, my friend | know it's not as hot in here as | believe it is. 
You can sit with me if you will. Charles had little to say, and | already feel as if | have been lying here for 


years." 


Jan sat again, thinking that the room was actually quite cold, though Matthew's fever was causing beads of 
sweat to form on his forehead. Jan gently mopped the pale skin with one of the scraps of cloth that were piled 


on the room's only table. 


"Charles blames himself because | was injured," Matthew said presently, his voice labored. "He shouldn't. | knew 


the risks, yet | agreed to hunt there." 


Though he seemed lucid, Jan realized that Matthew was rambling, the fever loosening his tongue so he was 
speaking his disjointed thoughts aloud. Jan sought words to comfort him. 


“Atilla.. Father Dorn is looking after Charles. Please don't worry about him. Concentrate on healing.” Jan urged 
him. 


Matthew paid him no heed. "We tracked the boar too far, too close to the outer farms. But the scent was 
strong." his voice faded momentarily, his eyes closing. ".. never felt that anyone was near; never heard the 


arrow coming...” 


Though he didn't fully understand the words, Jan was filled with distress, "Please, stop thinking about it, my 
friend! It will do no good to dwell on what happened!" 


Matthew's eyes opened again, "The arrowhead..." He seemed reluctant to finish the question, but instinctively 
Jan knew what he wanted to know. 


"It was an ordinary iron arrowhead." That point had seemed important the night before, Janick couldn't 


understand why. 
"Thanks be to God!" he sighed wearily. 
"What difference does it make?" Jan wondered aloud, immediately hoping Mathew hadn't heard him. 


| was worried that it may have been silver." Matthew's voice was a whisper now as he drifted off to sleep, 
leaving Jan staring at him in puzzlement. Silver? Who on earth made arrowheads of silver? Something niggled 
at the back of his mind, something he had once heard or perhaps read, but he couldn't remember what it was. 
He sat at the bedside for some time, occasionally mopping Matthew's brow and letting his thoughts drift. 
Trying not to think of the odd things he'd heard and observed from the other men, nevertheless, Jan found 
himself going over it all in his mind. There was something present here that he felt he should know, that he 


should be able to fit it all together to make some kind of sense, but every time Matthew moaned in his sleep 


or turned his head restlessly Jan's mind was distracted and all he could think of was the wounded man. 
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Chapter Seven 


All that day Matthew's fever intensified, and Charles would not leave his brother's bedside. Jan, feeling a bit 
out of place, accompanied Falk in bringing bowls of broth and drinks of other herbs to the room. Roel returned 
late, having had to search far for willow bark, bringing also leaves of sweet wormwood. Falk immediately 
chopped the willow bark to steep in a tea, asking Jan to bring the medicine to Matthew. He found Charles 
pacing the room restlessly, pausing at the window to look out on the deepening dusk. 


"If you would like to get some fresh air, | can sit with him awhile," Jan offered. He was a bit hesitant, Charles 
still intimidated him somewhat and he was concerned that he would think Jan was intruding. Charles thought 
for a moment, then nodded, leaving the room wordlessly. As he sat in the chair, he heard a murmur of voices, 
Atilla speaking to Charles, no doubt asking him to reiterate the promise he had made the night before not to 
return to where Matthew had been shot. Jan hoped that whatever the danger these men feared, Charles 
would not do anything rash. He turned his attention to Matthew. 


The auburn-haired man lay sleeping but it was a fitful sleep, and when Jan pressed his hand to his forehead, it 
was unnaturally hot to the touch. Matthew's hair was damp with perspiration and when Jan brushed it back 
from his forehead Matthew opened his eyes. 


"Falk has prepared some tea for you; please try to drink some.” Jan said gently. 


Matthew looked at him blankly for a moment, but responded when Jan helped raise his head and he managed to 
sip some of the hot liquid 


"Terrible!" he muttered. 


Jan had to smile, "Yes, but it will help ease the pain" He tried to get Matthew to take another sip, but he 
shook his head. 


"No, no. I'm cold. Freezing. Janick? It is you, isn't it, Janick?" 


He was delirious, Jan realized. "It's me, my friend "The room was cool, it was true, but Matthew himself was 
burning hot. It was the fever talking. "Do you want another blanket?" 


"Yes... no" Matthew muttered. "Blankets don't help. Keep me warm, Janick. Please." 


There was nothing else Jan could do; he slipped into the narrow bed next to the other man. The heat from the 
burning body was alarming, but Matthew was shivering, and Jan closed his arms around him, careful to avoid 
his injured shoulder. Matthew's body seemed to relax somewhat and after several minutes his shivering 
seemed to abate. He was mumbling beneath his breath, at times tossing his head against the pillow. He seemed 


to be in a strange waking dream, a vision caused by his fever, and suddenly he cried out. 


"Charles!" Jan was ready to get up and locate Charles, but with his good hand Matthew grasped his arm. "No... 


no, please! Don't ... don't. Charles, where is Pascal?" 


Jan had no idea who Pascal was or how to respond, so he merely began smoothing Matthew's hair again, 
fighting an intense urge to kiss the fevered forehead. After a few minutes Matthew calmed down, though still 
muttering for Charles and asking for someone called Pascal. Jan continued to stroke his hair and make soothing, 
nonsensical sounds for quite some time until Matthew fell asleep. Jan lay close, his heart wrung with sympathy 


and worry, the constant nagging questions pushed to the back of his mind until he, too dozed off. 

Jan awakened with a start to find Atilla standing at the foot of the bed, with Charles behind him. He struggled 
to get out of bed "He was shivering; he complained of being cold." Jan felt he owed some sort of explanation 
for being in bed with the injured man. 

Atilla nodded, "You have the soul of a healer, Janick, you are good with him." Atilla was checking Matthew's 
forehead with his fingertips while Charles hovered in the background, looking worried and helpless. Atilla sighed. 
"He is still burning with infection. It could last for days." 


Janick was re-tucking the covers around Matthew. "He was calling for you, Charles. | would have come to find 


you, but | didn't want to leave him alone. He was agitated, asking what had happened to someone called Pascal 
Charles’ eyes widened in surprise. "Pascal? Dear God, his dreams must be nightmares indeed!" 

Matthew's eyes opened, looking around but not appearing to see them. "Charles? Charles!" 

Charles knelt at the bedside, taking his brother's hand. "I'm here, my brother: 

"Where is Pascal?" Matthew was breathing heavily, and Charles looked at Atilla helplessly, 

"Talk to him of pleasant things," Atilla suggested gently. "Steer his mind from the evils of the past" 

Charles began to tak of walking in the woods in spring, describing to Matthew the flowers and birdsong, and 


after some minutes Matthew seemed to fall asleep. Atilla motioned for Janick to leave them alone. Once outside 


the room he spoke quietly. 


| hope you won't make too much of Matthew's ravings, friend Janick. He is not in his right mind” 


"| could understand very little of what he was saying," Jan admitted, "other than his calling for this person 


named Pascal." 


Atilla put a hand on Jan's shoulder as they walked to the kitchen area. "Pascal is.. was a close friend of 


Matthews in his youth. It's strange how buried memories come to the surface at times like this." 


This told Jan little but, he reminded himself, it wasn't important. The important thing was for Matthew to heal. 
After helping Falk bank the fires for the night, Jan went to bed, not physically tired but exhausted from 
worry. He slept lightly, stirring at every sound, and gave up even attempting to sleep before the grey light of 
dawn was even starting to brighten the sky. He slipped down the stairs and straight to Matthew's room. He 
found Matthew sleeping quietly but rather than Charles sitting at the bedside, it was Falk. The slender man 


looked up as Jan paused in the doorway. 


"Oh, Janick, | am glad to see you. Charles has gone. He asked me to sit with Matthew while he visited the privy, 


but that was over an hour ago. l'm worried.. | must wake Father Dorn" 


Janick assured him he would watch Matthew, and Falk hurried out. Some of the half-imagined sounds that had 
disturbed his sleep must have been Charles coming to get Falk, then leaving the house. Jan checked Matthew's 
skin temperature, thinking that it seemed a bit cooler, then he heard low voices as Falk alerted Atilla of 


Charles disappearance. 


"He wouldn't dare; he gave me his word!" he heard Atilla rumble before remembering to lower his voice. More 
hushed conversation, then the closing of a door. Jan stood to look from the window as Falk, wrapped in a long 
cloak, first checked the privy then hurried around to the back of the house where Jan couldn't see. Jan sighed. 
He felt he should offer to help find Charles but knew it was no use; he didn't know his way around the woods, 
and, at any rate, he must stay with Matthew. 


Turning back to the bed, he saw Matthew shiver and, half asleep, attempt to draw the covers closer. Not 
giving it a second thought, Jan once again slid into bed next to the man, relieved to notice that he wasn't 


nearly as hot as before. 


"Janick," Matthew mumbled, turning to face Jan and opening his eyes, now clear and lucid. He managed to smile. 


"I knew it was you, | could smell the scent of your hair.” 
"How are you feeling?" Jan asked softly. 


"Like | just awakened from a bad mushroom dream!" Matthew said tiredly. "Dreams and waking all muddled into 


one long trip through hell. But my mind is clear now." 


"Thank God for that," Jan was still speaking in a near whisper and unconsciously his hand reached out to brush 
a tangled tendril of auburn hair from Matthew's cheek. "I was frightened for you." 


"| dreamed you were lying next to me, but l'm not dreaming, and you are lying next to me. | dreamed other 
things too... things | know were not true. And things that | wish weren't true." He closed his eyes again, "It's 
good that you were the first thing | saw when | awakened. But where is my brother?" 


Jan couldn't tell him his brother was missing, "He will be back presently. You should rest some more. Your 


fever has broken, but you are still far from well.” 


Matthew's eyes drifted closed. "Stay here, will you, dear friend? | will not have bad dreams if you are here 


with me." 
Jan again fought the urge to kiss the man's cheek. "Of course, | will stay." 


Matthew slept, a peaceful sleep now, but after an hour Janick felt the urge to answer a call of nature. The 
house was still dark and silent, both Atilla and Falk had apparently left to search for Charles. Roel was 
undoubtedly in his own cabin, so Jan risked leaving Matthew alone for a few minutes and stepped out the 
kitchen door to urinate. He'd just finished when he saw a slight movement in the brush down the path leading 
to the spring. Young pine saplings lined the path and again Jan caught movement amongst them. His mind 
flashed back to the glimpse he'd had from his bedroom window of a large animal soon after his arrival, and he 
tensed. It was unusual for any creature to venture this close to the scent of humans, but as he watched he 
saw a long, low form outlined for a moment against the pre-dawn sky. Unquestionably a wolf, and a large one. 
No more than twenty yards away, Jan watched as the animal lifted its nose to the sky, then slunk off down 
the path. Jan quickly went back into the house, not frightened but wary. 


Jan returned to Matthew's room and was taking a drink from the water pitcher when he heard the front door 
close. He looked out into the hall and, expecting to see Atilla or Falk, he saw Charles stride in. 


"Thank heavens you are back. Falk and Atilla have gone searching for you, and there is a wolf prowling near the 


house!" Jan exclaimed. 

Charles head snapped round, "What!?" then, "How is my brother?" He was already walking toward the room. 

"His fever is less and he's sleeping well" Jan assured him. 

Charles paused as he passed Jan in the doorway. Jan noticed the bigger man had leaves in his hair and he 
caught a whiff of an unusual scent, something wild and primal that vanished before he could identify it. Charles 


took a breath. 


"Thank you, Janick, for helping with my brother. It is very good of you, and | know that he.. he is glad of your 


company." 


"I am happy to sit with him, or help in any way that | can," Jan told him sincerely, "I only wish | could do 


more." 


To Jan's surprise, Charles briefly clasped his shoulder. "He values your friendship and has spoken your name in 
his sleep." A rare smile passed Charles' lips. "feverish ravings, no doubt, but it seems to calm him to know you 


are here. | will stay with him now." 


Jan was torn when he left the room. He felt he should find Falk and Atilla to let them know Charles had 
returned, but he knew also that the wolf could still be nearby. He started for the door nevertheless, only to 
have it burst open Falk and Atilla came in, followed by Roel. 


"Roel tells us that Charles has returned," Atilla said. 

"Yes, he's with his brother." 

"Curse it," Atilla said beneath his breath, "he knows | can't reprimand him there!" He sighed, "How is Matthew?" 
"Better, | think He was awake earlier, and his fever is less." 

"Come," Falk touched Jan's arm, "I will heat the bone marrow broth; perhaps he will be hungry now." 


Jan accompanied Falk to the kitchen, "I was glad to see you two return safely, | saw a large wolf near the 


spring earlier." 


Falk froze, then glanced toward the hunter's bedrooms. "Did you?" He tried to sound nonchalant, but Jan heard 


the tense note in his voice. "They do sometimes venture nearer in winter." 


After a breakfast of porridge, Jan returned to the other end of the house, intending just to peek in and 
reassure himself that Matthew was doing well, but Charles saw him in the doorway. 


"Janick. Come in. My brother tells me you helped him, comforting him and warming him. You are welcome 
here." It was plain that Charles meant that not only was Jan welcome in Matthew's room, but that his 


reservations about Jan were gone and that he had at last accepted his presence in the house. 
| fear | don't remember much," Matthew admitted with a rueful smile. "It was like one long bad dream." 


Charles handed Jan the bowl he'd been feeding Matthew from and left to seek his own breakfast, so Jan took 
the chair, offering the bedridden man a spoonful. 


"| believe | can drink it from the bowl," Matthew offered, taking the bowl in his good hand. He took a sip and 
grimaced but drank some more. Jan was ready to catch the bowl if it fell, and Matthew smiled at him. "Falk 


tells me it will be some time before | can use my right arm again, so | must learn to do everything with my 


left." 


Jan checked the bandage, which was fresh. "I will help in any way | can" 


| know you will,” Matthew's voice was soft, and Jan looked up, meeting his eyes. He felt a warmth flow 
through him as he looked into the warm brown depths and wrap around his chest like a soft blanket. This man 
had come to mean so much to him, and only now was he able to realize just how much, now that he wasn't in 
danger of losing him as suddenly as he has lost Brunon. He was unable to tear his gaze away and he sensed 
that Matthew was having the same struggle. Finally, the injured man looked away, a sad smile on his thin lips. 
Jan was stunned, still trying to comprehend the intense surge of emotion he had just experienced and was glad 


for the distraction when Falk came in to retrieve the empty bowl. 
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Boze Narodzenie was approaching. Gods birth, Christmas day. The winter had settled in, but Janick scarcely 
noticed. He spent much of every day with Matthew as the auburn-haired man recovered his strength. The 
fever had left him weakened and for a few days he kept to his bed at Falk's insistence, though he protested 
that he was perfectly fine aside from his shoulder. Jan suspected that he was still in more pain than he 
admitted to, but the wound was healing well and there were no further complications. Charles took over the 
tanning process and helped Roel with his trap lines so as soon as he was finished helping Falk, Jan would make 
his way to Matthew's room to keep him company. Often Atilla would stop by as well, but after assuring 
himself that Matthew was recovering, he would go back to his books. 


It had been snowing for several days but the clear winter sun was shining brightly one morning when Jan 


entered the room to find Matthew attempting to get up from the bed. 
"What are you doing?" Jan exclaimed, "Falk said you should stay in bed until your wound is closedll" 


Matthew was sitting at the bedside trying to one-handedly put on his outer clothing. "I just want to get out of 


this room, it feels like the walls are closing in on me!" 


"Here, let me help, then," Jan came over to the bedside. Matthew had a tunic and deerskin leggings laid out and 
Jan sat on the edge of the bed, lifting the tunic and examining it. "I don't think you will be able to wear this 


now, you would have to lift your arm to put it on" 


"Falk changed the bandage earlier and strapped my shoulder to my chest; | couldn't lift my arm anyway." 
Matthew grinned. He'd been wrapped in a blanket but lowered it to show where his arm had effectively been 
pinned to his side by long strips of cotton bandage around his torso. 


"Good," Jan said, averting his eyes from Matthew's bared chest and fussing with the tunic instead. "We'll put 
the good arm in and just let the garment hang loose on the other side." He took up the jerkin and held it up 
over Matthew's head, guiding his good arm into the sleeve and turning the other sleeve inside out, folding it 
inside smoothly. Matthew went to loosen his hair from the collar, but Jan reached over, freeing the long 
reddish-brown locks and pushing the tendrils back He raised his eyes to meet the other man's gaze upon him. 


"Thank you," Matthew said, then hesitated. "However, l'm not... I'm not wearing trousers.” 


"Oh!" Jan uttered involuntarily, feeling himself grow flustered. "Umm... I'm not sure...” 
Matthew interrupted with a soft laugh, "Not to worry, friend Janick | think | can manage by myself." 


With his healthy hand, Matthew laid the trousers out on the floor and Jan hastily turned his back as Matthew 
attempted to pull them on. He mentally cursed himself for feeling so disconcerted, after all, he and Matthew 
had bathed in the same room the day of his arrival. But even then, he'd been more aware than he felt he 


should be of Matthew's lean form and hadn't been able to rid his mind of the image ever since. 


"Janick." Matthew's voice drew him from his thoughts, and he turned to find Matthew standing with the 


trousers on but unfastened. "I can't tie the drawstring with one hand. Could you..2" 


"Of course." Jan was relieved to divert his wayward thoughts, but when he approached Matthew, he found 
that the only practical way to tie the trousers was to kneel in front of the man. He did, blushing furiously, and 
it took him three attempts to tie a proper knot. He rose to his feet, finding himself standing mere inches in 


front of Matthew, who was looking at him with an unreadable expression. 


"Janick, if | may ask.. Why do you seem so uneasy? If you would rather, | can ask Falk, or Charles when he 


returns..." 


"No, no.." Jan hastily assured him. "Please don't misunderstand. It isn't that | don't want to help. Quite the 
opposite..." He trailed off, unable to meet Matthew's eyes, but Matthew put a hand on his shoulder, turning 
him back to face him. 


"Janick, its all right," the injured man's voice was soft. "| sense something in you, something | understand only 


too well. | may be wrong, but...” 


At that moment footsteps sounded in the hall and Atilla appeared in the doorway, not seeming to notice how 
closely the two men were standing. "Matthew, you're out of bed! Good, good; now you can join us in the kitchen 


for the midday meal. | was just coming to ask if you would like us to bring you something." 


Matthew looked relieved but also somehow disappointed and Jan was left feeling breathless, hanging onto 
Matthew's unfinished words. In his heart he knew he was very attracted to Matthew, but surely Matthew 
hadn't sensed that. Or had he; had that been what he was about to say? They walked to the kitchen, Jan 
staying close to Matthew's side because, after nearly a week in bed, his steps were unsteady at first. Falk 
greeted them happily, though he admonished his patient for getting out of bed without his having told him it 
was all right. They ate the usual light meal of broth and brown bread, Roel and Charles coming in midway 
through, both obviously pleased to see Matthew back on his feet. The usual conversation about the weather, 
chores, and other household subjects soon pushed the moment with Matthew to the back of Jan's mind, but it 
wasn't forgotten. He looked across the table at Matthew several times and once caught the man's eye. The 
same unreadable expression was there, telling Jan that Matthew hadn't forgotten the episode either. 


That afternoon Jan was kept busy helping Falk prepare some rabbits Roel and Charles had been trapped while 
Matthew sat in the main hall talking with Atilla and Charles. Every now and then, though, Jan felt eyes upon 
him and looked up to see Matthew watching him. After an evening meal of heart rabbit stew jan went outside, 
following the cleared path through the snow to the spring for wash water. It was quiet, the early dusk of 
winter was upon them, and Jan started when he heard a sound behind him, his mind immediately going to the 


wolf he'd seen. He turned and let out a sigh of relief to see it was Matthew. 
"You startled me," he smiled. "There is a wolf about, you know." 


"Yes," Matthew's voice was strange. "I know. Perhaps more than one." He seemed to shake himself out of some 


other thought and he returned Jan's smile. "I was hoping to talk to you but haven't had an opportunity.’ 
Jan laid the two filled buckets on the ground, "I'm always glad to talk with you." 
| wanted to talk with you about.. about earlier. When | was getting dressed" 


"Yes?" Jan found he was holding his breath expectantly, but just then more footsteps sounded and Roel came 
up the trail with an armload of firewood. Jan saw Matthew sigh. 


‘Matthew, you can come to my room after the others go to bed. We can talk privately there." Jan offered. 


Matthew nodded. "All right. | doubt | will be able to sleep anyway." They began to walk back to the house. Jan 
glanced at the other man as they walked, noting that Matthew looked deep in thought. 


"Are you in much pain?" he asked solicitously. 


Matthew gave a quick smile, "If | do not move my shoulder, its only a deep ache." They had reached the door 


and a murmur of voices within reached them "We will talk later, my friend” 


It seemed hours before the household retired for the night, one by one. Charles was anxious over Matthew 
due to it having been his first day out of bed, and they both headed down the short hall to their rooms. Jan 
slowly climbed the stairs, following Falk, and bid the other man goodnight at his door, but once inside he found 
that he was tense. Minutes passed as Jan watched his candle burn down and he was ready to conclude that 
either Matthew had forgotten or that he hadn't been able to slip away from his brother. Then he heard a 
quiet footstep, and Matthew was at his open door. 


"Come inside," Jan motioned, and the other man entered, closing the door quietly behind him. Matthew seemed 
awkward and ill at ease, and Jan patted the bed, inviting him to sit next to him. 


"We can talk as much as we like now," Jan smiled. "| admit I'm concerned; you really should be resting but ..." 


Matthew perched on the edge of the bed, shoulder unnaturally stiff. He smiled. "That is what Charles spent the 


last half hour trying to convince me of. He feels | shouldn't be up and about so soon. | thought he would never 


leave for his own room." 
"But there's something you wanted to talk about, something you felt couldn't wait?" Jan prompted. 


Matthew sighed, looking down. "I'm a man with many secrets, Janick. Most aren't mine alone, so they aren't 


mine to reveal. But I'm afraid I've deceived you, though in a small, selfish, petty way, and I'm here to apologize." 


Jan's mind raced. Was he about to have some of his questions answered? Perhaps there was a simple, logical 
explanation for all the things that had been building up in his mind to seem mysterious, even sinister. "Go on," 


he said, his voice no more than a whisper. 
Matthew looked up, meeting his eyes, but Jan thought he must surely have misheard his next words. 
"My left hand is my predominant hand" The auburn-haired man said, as though he was confessing some crime. 


Jan looked at him in complete confusion and Matthew chucked a little ruefully. "Don't you remember? | led you 
to believe that, with my right arm crippled, | was completely helpless. You helped feed me and even dress me, 
believing | wasn't able to do so by myself. | could have managed quite well, but... but | wanted you to stay with 


me, so | pretended." 


"| would have helped, regardless." Jan murmured, trying to absorb Matthew's words and, more importantly, 


why he felt it was so important to tell him this. 


Matthew nodded. "Exactly. | know that now, and | felt bad for deceiving you. Sometimes it simply feels good to 
tell the truth, even about something as seemingly small as this. Because it isn't a small thing to deceive 


someone, Janick. Not someone | hold in as high regard as | hold you." 


"I hold you in very high regard too, Matthew," Jan said, finally understanding why Matthew had felt as 
troubled by this. "In fact, | thought perhaps." he bit off his next words, looking away. A moment later he felt 
the bed move and felt the warmth of Matthew close by his side. He turned back to find himself looking 


straight into Matthews amber eyes, just inches away. 


"Earlier," they had been speaking in whispers but now Matthew's voice was so soft Jan had to strain to hear, 
"when | said | sensed something about you? Something that | can understand completely. What did you think | 


meant?" 


Jan took a breath, not breaking eye contact, "Perhaps that you are.. are like me? That you," now Jan did look 


away, looking down at his clasped hands, "... you prefer men over women" 


The silence seemed to rise up and swallow Jan and he dared not raise his eyes. He inwardly cursed himself for 


his momentary lapse in judgement. Why had he blurted out something so personal, something most people 


thought was the worst sin imaginable? Would these people cast him out now to find his way home in the dead 
of winter? He had only himself to blame if they didl 


"Years ago," Matthew finally spoke, a note of profound sadness in his voice, "a lifetime ago, it seems, | had a 
friend. A very close friend. We grew up together in the same village, playing as boys do. Then, as we grew 
older, we.. we became more than friends." 

Jan looked up now in sudden insight. "Pascal!" 

Matthews eyes widened, "Yes, but how..?" 

Jan smiled, "You talked as you lay fighting the fever. You called his name and asked where he was." 

"Ah," Matthew nodded. "Well, | know where he is. He is dead" 

"I'm sorry.” Brunon's face flashed in Jan's mind. "I lost someone, too." 

"Then | am sorry, as well" Matthew smiled, reaching out with his good hand and taking Jan's. "Pascal was long 
ago, long before Charles and | met Father Dorn and came to live here. | didn't believe | could feel that way 
about anyone ever again. But then we found you; brought you here." 

"So, it isn't just me," Jan breathed 


"No, no, my dear Janick. My dearest Jan" 


Jan felt he was losing himself in those soft eyes, and when Matthew's lips met his he felt dizzy, euphoric, and 


every nerve seemed to come alive. The kiss was soft, gentle, and over far too soon 
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Chapter Nine 


Jan dared not open his eyes when he felt Matthew draw away from him. It had to be a dream; it had to! But 
no, the warm hand was still holding his. He opened his eyes. Matthew was there, sitting close, his eyes never 


leaving Jan's face, his expression deep and unreadable. 
"Was it wrong for me to kiss you?" he asked. 


"No! I've wanted that. | think I've wanted it since | met you. Your kiss, and more!" Jan was breathless, the 


words coming out in a rush, but he didn't regret them because they were true. 
"More?" Matthew asked, his voice an odd mix of fear and hope. 


Rather than answering him, Jan kissed him, he was almost beyond helping himself. This kiss began as sweet and 
gentle as the first, but it grew in intensity quickly, with Matthew putting his hand behind Jan's head and pulling 
him closer. Jan heard himself whimper, not fully comprehending that the sound came from himself, and 
Matthew responded with a muffled moan. His arm crept around Janick's body now and Jan pulled him closer 


still, lost in the kiss, lost in the maelstrom of emotion that was making his head swim and his heart pound. 


They reluctantly drew apart slightly and Jan looked at Matthew. The warm brown eyes were dark now with 


emotion and passion and something like sadness and regret. 


"Why did | have to find you, Jan?" The question was more of a moan and Jan knew he wasn't speaking literally, 
though he didn't have time to ponder the meaning behind the words because Matthew was kissing him again; 
impassioned, almost desperate kisses that Jan returned with fervor. They lay back on the bed, Matthew 
moving carefully even in his passion, and were now lying side by side. Jan couldn't stop his hands from 
smoothing over the rough linen shirt beneath his palms, his fingers brushing through the long auburn hair and 
cupping the face of the man beside him, feeling the short goatee against the skin of his neck and shoulder as 
Matthew kissed his face and neck. 


Something like a low growl escaped Matthew as with surprising strength he pulled Jan over onto his chest 
using only one arm. Lying full length against one another, Jan could feel the man's arousal and felt giddy, 


unconsciously moving against him. He shuddered, feeling he was already on the brink, and everything Brunon 


had taught him came naturally as he reached down between them. When his hand found Matthew and cupped 
him, Matthew gasped. 


"Lie next to me, Janick," he breathed, and Janick slid off to Matthew's left side. Matthew's hand immediately 
found Jan's groin and Jan's head spun, he felt he was going to burst, then Matthew's hand crept beneath his 
waistband, untying the drawstring and parting the folds of fabric. When he felt the touch on his bare skin Jan 
couldn't suppress a moan, his hand already working on opening Matthew's trousers. Their hands working in 
rhythm, Jan leaned up and kissed Matthew, unfastening his shirt and exploring his chest with his mouth as his 
hand worked steadily. He felt Matthew's rhythm quicken and was dimly aware that his hips were bucking 
against Matthew's leg then, with a surge of pure, intense pleasure, he reached his climax, biting into Matthew's 


chest as he spent himself with a violent convulsion. 


Momentarily stunned, Jan recovered quickly, resuming stroking Matthew who was now breathing fast and 
moving into Jan's grasp. Jan's tongue found a nipple and he bit lightly, and this was all it took. Matthew's hips 
lifted from the bed and with a low, almost primal, growl, he filled Jan's hand. 


The two lay, breathing heavily, their limbs leaden with lethargy, and Jan was conscious of Matthew's fingers 
combing through his hair. The candle had gutted out, at what point they didn't know, but the room was lit by a 
pale glow of moonlight from the window. Jan was aware that the room was cold but he couldn't find the 


energy to move to pull the woolen covers over them. 
"Are you all right, Matthew," he asked presently. "Your shoulder...” 


Matthew laughed softly, "How like you, dearest Janick, to think of that first! Yes, | am all right; | can't 


remember when I've been better. It's been so very long...” 


It hadn't been so long for Janick, but now that he was able to think coherently again he realized that, while his 
encounters with Brunon had been heady and lustful, being with Matthew was somehow different. He felt a 
deeper connection beyond the physical excitement he'd shared with Brunon. He didn't understand it, but he 
couldn't deny it. Brunon had used him to vent his lust; Jan had known that all along in the back of his mind, and 
it wasn't until Brunon lay dying that he'd admitted any kind of feelings for Jan Too late. And what could 
possibly have become of it, anyway? In his euphoria he temporarily forgot that his time here with Matthew 


was limited as well. 


‘| must return to my own bed" Matthew said presently, his voice a soft whisper. “If | know my brother, 


Charles will soon look in to check on me." 
"I had hoped you would stay. Even if just to talk" Jan admitted. 


"| wish that | could," Matthew put his hand on Janick's cheek, looking at him closely. "Can | trust you not to say 
anything to the others about.. about this?" 


Jan made a rueful sound, "This is not something | would talk idly about. It is too.. too special." 


Matthew turned his head to face him and nodded. "Yes. It is special. You are special, Janick! Long before... long 
ago, | used to wonder what it would be like to be as the other boys in my village. To fall in love with a girl, 
perhaps someone from the next town, to.. to know what your life would undoubtedly be like. his laugh was 
bitter. "But then, | didn't know how very different my life would be. | felt an outsider because of how Pascal 
and | were, but." He fell silent, then sighed and sat up. He rearranged his clothing, and Jan wordlessly helped. He 
caught Jan's hand. 


"Janick, you are a caring person, a loving person. Never lose that!" 


Jan watched as Matthew stood, then as the other man was about to open the door and leave, Jan jumped out 


of bed and threw his arms around him, careful even now to avoid his injury. 


"| don't know why you are so sad, Matthew, but | would do anything to make you happy!” He murmured into 
the man's thick hair. 


There were tears in Matthew's soft voice as he gently kissed Jan's lips. "You have made me happy.” Then he 


left the room. 


nn ww 


Jan laid back in his bed, still in a state of semi disbelief. Was this all one of his chaotic nightmares? Matthew's 
kiss still tingled on his lips and he knew that it was real, as unbelievable as it seemed. He did not expect to 
sleep but as his heart slowly resumed its normal beat, he fell into a deep, restful sleep, his best since arriving 


at this strange place. 


Morning dawned with red skies promising more snow, and Janick felt almost reluctant to go downstairs. Surely 
the others would notice something different about him. But no, all was as usual when he entered the kitchen 
Falk was stirring the large pot of porridge hanging from the trammel over the fire and Roel was stacking 
firewood by the hearth. Atilla sat at the kitchen table, his ever-present jar of ink, a few scraps of linen paper, 
and several leather-bound books piled nearby. There was no sign of Matthew or Charles and Jan felt both 
disappointment and relief, because, although he wanted to see Matthew, he wasn't sure how well he could hide 


his emotions. 


"Ah, Janick, " Falk greeted him with his usual easy smile. "I trust you rested well. Can | trouble you to see that 
this does not burn while | fill the water pot?" 


Janick wordlessly took the wooden spoon offered him and swung the pot a bit further from the heat, stirring 
the contents slowly. "How is Matthew this morning?" he asked Atilla, keeping his voice casual. 


"Stubborn, as usual!" Atilla guffawed. "He insisted on accompanying Charles to look for deer spoor. Deer often 
herd up in the meadow before a storm. The brothers left early; hopefully they will return before the snow 


arrives." 


"They have plenty of time," Falk threw over his shoulder as he lifted the heavy cauldron of water, hooking it 


on the chain to heat. "The snow won't arrive before late afternoon" 


Falk was almost always correct with his weather predictions, something that had surprised Jan at first, though 
he had since gotten used to it. 


Jan merely nodded, curious as to why, on only his second day from being bedridden, Matthew had been out and 
about so early. Especially, Jan reflected, considering he had been up quite late the night before. He felt himself 
blush at the memory and turned back to the cooking. 


"Ah, curse it!" Atilla was tapping at his ink jar. "lm empty. Is there more ink, Falk?" 

"I think so, in my bed chamber. 

Atilla went upstairs but several minutes later he called down. "Falk! | cannot find the ink!" 

With an indulgent sigh, Falk called out "lim coming up." With a grin toward Jan, he bounded toward the staircase. 


Jan's innate curiosity, tamped down for so long, suddenly overtook him. He had given these men his word to ask 
no questions about their lives and the secrets they so obviously guarded, but reading wasn't asking, was it? 
Doubting if he would learn anything helpful, he nevertheless swung the porridge further from the heat and 
hurried over to the table. The top paper was half covered with Atilla's close, spiderly handwriting and Jan did 
not have time to decipher it, so he turned to the books. They were old and the covers had no Title, so he 
flipped the top book open. It was written in Latin and crudely printed on a primitive press, and Janick's 
schoolboy Latin failed him for a moment. Most of the words were illegible to his unpracticed eye, but one word 
stood out, repeated several times across the page. Lupinofuum. He wasn't familiar with the word, but something 


about it struck a chord. 


Footsteps in the upstairs hall made him start and jump back to the hearth. Atilla and Falk returned, chattering 
about low supplies and a trip to the village to trade, but Atilla had a fresh jar of ink and he sat back down. 
The morning passed normally, with Atilla reading and making notes and he and Falk going about the usual 
household chores, but all the time Jan's mind was mulling over what he'd read, or tried to read, in Atilla's book. 
There were illustrations as well, but Jan hadn't had time to look at them, seeing them only in passing on the 
frontispiece as he opened the book. It wasn't until hours later, as Jan was going to the spring and small flakes 
of snow were starting to fall, that he stopped short, realization dawning on him. Lupinotuum! Lupine meant wolf; 
this he knew. That was why the word had felt familiar. But now he remembered reading a book of legends and 


folklore at the university library. Lupinotuum was Latin for werewolf. 


But what did it mean? Was Atilla merely reading about folk beliefs and legends for amusement? If so, why was 
he constantly taking notes? There were several dozen books in the house; were they all on the same subject 
or was Attila simply a dilettante, reading about any subject that caught his fancy? Janick wanted to find out 
but knew he had to wait for an opportunity to do so. He remembered the wolf he had seen, and another he 


had seen from his window weeks ago. Or were they the same wolf? He had heard once that wolves generally 
live in groups, so perhaps there was a pack whose territory was nearby. The thought made him shiver, and he 


quickly returned to the house. 


Shortly before the evening meal, Charles and Matthew returned. Jan was in the larder locating a jar of salt for 
the meal, noticing that the salt supply was also running low, when he heard the brothers enter. Snow was 
falling steadily by this time and he heard Charles tell Atilla that they had not been able to locate the deer 
herd. Entering the kitchen Jan saw Matthew look straight at him, then quickly look away, soon leaving the room 


with the excuse that he wanted to remove his outdoor garments before sitting down to the meal. 
"Perhaps | should help him?" Jan ventured, already moving toward the hall 


"No, no, I'll go, | want to check his wound,” Falk told him. "Please, begin serving the meal, Jan. I'll be right back." 
Jan had no choice but defer to the other man, though he longed to see Matthew, if even for a moment. 


As usual, after the meal the group gathered in the main hall before the large fire, each busy with tasks of 
their own or else talking about the day. Matthew generally sat at the table with the others but tonight he sat 
on the low bench by the fire, staring silently into the flames before excusing himself early and going to his 
room. Jan wanted to sit at the fire with him, but Atilla and Falk involved him in a discussion about which 
supplies needed replenishing and he was unable to disengage himself. 


Not much escaped Atilla's attention After Matthew left the room, the older man leaned to Falk, "How is 


Matthew healing?" he asked in a low voice. "He seems unusually quiet" 


Falk was looking after Matthew, somewhat puzzled. "The wound is healing well, it is no longer draining and is 


almost closed. His shoulder will be painful for some time, but he will recover. | expect he is merely tired." 


| tried to stop him from coming with me today," Charles grumbled. "He was insistent. | asked him several 
times if he wanted to return to the house but he became sharp with me. Almost angry." Charles shook his 
head in disbelief, as if he couldn't accept that Matthew could be angry with him. 


"Well, well," Atilla sighed, "he must heal on his own terms, that one. Tomorrow, | will ask him to do some tasks 


around the house, something that will not tax his strength. We have enough meat; you do not need to hunt." 


Charles gave Atilla a pointed look, a look Jan caught from the corner of his eye. More words left unsaid, he 
thought. More undercurrents beneath the ordinary conversation. He was becoming determined to discover 
what these men were hiding and why they were living here so far from everything. Perhaps they were 
criminals, but that would not matter to Jan They had been nothing but kind to him and his regard for them 
and gratitude to them would not change, of this he was certain. If they were merely recluses, well, he could 
certainly understand that. How often had he, himself, wished he could run away from everything, especially 


since becoming an adult and having to continually strive to meet his father's expectations of him. 


That night in bed, Jan lay listening, telling himself that he knew Matthew could not get away, that he wouldn't 
be able to come to his room. He considered going downstairs to Matthew's room, but most likely Charles was 
there and even if he wasn't, his room was right next door with both doors open The upstairs was laid out 
differently and the door to Jan's room was directly at the landing at the top of the stairs some twenty feet 
from the other bedrooms, so if they were to have any private time, it would have to be here. As he was at 
last falling asleep , Jan found himself remembering the time he'd waited for Brunon in the Inn and Brunon had 
not come. But this time, there was no tavern wench at fault. No, Matthew was either exhausted from his day 
in the woods, or Charles was hovering. It was foolish, Jan knew, to hope that Matthew would come to see him 


again this soon anyway. 


Still, he hoped. 


Chapter Ten 


Chapter Ten 


The next morning the house was dark, the heavy clouds overhead continuing to cover the woods with a thick 
blanket of snow, and Jan was lighting more candles in the main hall so Atilla could see to read. Several times he 
moved close to the older man to place a candle at his elbow or to gather his empty breakfast bowl, but each 
time he came near Atilla closed the book he was reading and managed to lay his elbows across the paper he 
was writing on. The motions seemed casual and, if he hadn't been trying to catch a look over the man's 
shoulder, Jan would not have noticed. He was listening as Atilla and Falk discussed the weather patterns, 


planning a venture into town for supplies between storms, when the two brothers entered the room. 


Jan looked up to catch Matthew's eyes on him, a look in his eyes that Jan could only interpret as abject 
sadness, but Matthew looked away quickly. All morning as Matthew set about the light tasks Atilla had devised 
for him, Jan looked for an opportunity to speak to him alone, but there was always someone nearby. At length, 
Jan realized that Matthew was deliberately staying near the rest of the group, and he was perplexed. He'd 
expected Matthew to be as eager for a chance to be alone as he was, but instead it seemed that the man 
was clearly avoiding him. Finally, Jan grew bold enough to kneel next to him as Matthew was one-handedly 
sweeping the kitchen hearth. 


"Would it possible for you to get away tonight, to come to my room?" Matthew's face froze, and Jan quickly 
added, "To talk. l.. | want to know you better, Matthew. To know more about you." 


Matthew dropped the besom he'd been sweeping with, standing abruptly. "No, you don't!" he said in a choked 
voice, and quickly strode away. Jan stared after him, his chest constricted. Blindly, he finished sweeping the 
hearth, but his mind was elsewhere. Ever since his arrival, Matthew had been warm, outgoing, open and 
friendly. Jan's attraction to him had been fueled by Matthew's kindness and humor, but the man who had just 
walked away had been a cold stranger. Was he ashamed of what they had done? Jan felt the sting of tears, 
but just then Falk entered, and he pretended that ashes had flown into his eyes. 


"You've singed the broom," Falk pointed out with a grin. Jan looked at the smoldering end of the brush and 
stubbed it out on the stone. Trying to distract himself from the whirlwind of thoughts, he asked if they had 
decided when to go for supplies. 


"The storm will end by tomorrow and it will get a bit warmer, so there should be at least a week of clear 
weather ahead," Falk told him confidently. "So as soon as we've finished inventorying everything and determined 
what we need, Atilla will go. It will be a good time to sell hides, so close to Yule. We will get prime value in 


trade." Falk then asked him to go to the tanning area behind the house and bring in the stretched hides so 
they would thaw. 


Jan bundled in the warm fur tunic, trying not to think of how Matthew had given it to him but the memory 


of the warm brown eyes, sparkling with kindness, wrenched at his heart. Brushing the snow from the 


stretched hides, Jan reflected that, though it had snowed for almost 24 hours, it had been a light, fluffy snow 
and no more than a foot had accumulated on the pathways. Thinking that he might clear the pathways while 
he was outside, Jan looked up. Matthew was standing at the corner of the house, looking like some primitive 
woodland god in his sheepskin jerkin with his thick, long russet hair stirring in the wind. He had been watching 
Janick, and the expression on his face was one of profound unhappiness. Jan took a step in his direction and the 


other man turned abruptly, striding quickly through the soft snow until he was lost beneath the trees. 


‘Why? Janick silently cried out. why won't you at least talk fo me” Jan's eyes probed the shadows beneath the 


pines, looking for the other man. ‘You dont have fo care for me, you dont even have to like me, just talk fo me! 


Jan stood there for several minutes trying to rein in his emotions, trying to come to grips with the ache that 
wrapped itself around his chest. When Matthew didn't return, he gathered the hides but lingered outside, 
clearing the paths and waiting until almost dusk before going back inside. Matthew still had not returned by the 
time Janick went to bed and, though he tried not to, he found himself lying awake late into the night listening 
for the sound of the front door. 


The following day the weather brightened, and the entire household was preparing for Atilla's proposed supply 
run. Rather than his usual trek to the nearby village, it was decided that the larger town of Opole would have 
a better supply of the goods they needed and give better trade value for their hides. However, this meant a 

journey of nearly two days just to get there. Falk was confident that the fair weather would hold for perhaps 


a week, possibly even until Yule, which was almost two weeks away. 


"But please," Falk laid a hand on the older man's arm that evening at their meal, looking at him with concern, 
"Do not linger! Though | feel the weather will hold, there are other dangers! This is a time of unrest, as you 


well know!" 


Atilla gave a gruff nod but Jan saw the gratitude and fondness in his eyes as he responded to the younger 


man. "I will be no more than 6 days, and you know | am always careful, my friend!" 


Jan was only peripherally aware of the exchange; his attention was on Matthew. The two brothers sat across 
the table from him but instead of the usual exchange of conversation and banter, Matthew was silent, only 
speaking when directly spoken to. Charles was shooting concerned glances at his brother, but he seemed 
oblivious of it, focusing on his food and excusing himself from the table directly after the meal. 


Roel, of all people, commented on it. He thrust his chin in the direction of Matthew's room. "Is he all right?" 


Falk shook his head in bewilderment, "Physically, he is fine. Tomorrow | will unbind his arm, if it is left immobile 
for too long he will lose the ability to use it fully. The wound is healing well” 


"It isn't his wound," Charles said in a quiet voice. "I don't know what is wrong, but it isn't physical. | hear him 
tossing in his bed at night, sometimes mumbling words | can't make out. He will not talk and becomes agitated 


if | question him. Perhaps..." His voice trailed off and he shook his head, but Jan could tell that the others at 


the table could read his unfinished thought. Sick to death of the subterfuge all around him, Jan made up his 


mind. He had to learn what was really going on here, and he had to confront Matthew. 


Though Atilla carefully protected his books and papers while he was working on them, at night he simply 
stored the ones he was currently studying in a wooden box located near the woodbox. Janick, unable to sleep 
anyway, waited until well after the household had retired for the night and, taking a single candle and not 


putting on his boots so he could move more stealthily, ventured downstairs. 


He was betraying these people's trust; he knew that. At least, that's how they would view it if he was caught. 
But he had had weeks of this secrecy and it was wearing on him. Also, though he didn't want to admit it to 
himself, gaining a look at Atilla's books would at least briefly take his mind off the far more difficult task - 
talking to Matthew. 


To his own ears, Jan's soft footsteps sounded loud as he crept down the stairs. The embers in the hearth lent 
a soft orange glow to the room and Jan didn't light the candle until he'd retrieved the two top books from the 
storage box. Sitting cross-legged at the hearth, he set the candle down and opened the first book. As expected, 


it was in Latin, and was a different volume than the one'd glimpsed before. 


The cover was cracked red leather, and Jan carefully flipped a few fragile pages. An illustration, a drawing of a 
beast with doglike features but the body of a man, was the first thing Jan saw. It was captioned Lycanthropy 
-Natures Aberration. Jan read on, skipping paragraphs that challenged his grasp of Latin but gradually 
understanding the subject of the book. He'd expected a religious study, something condemning pagan folk beliefs 
and instructions on how to combat the ignorance of the remote, uneducated peasants. This book was nothing of 
the sort. This was, if anything, a scientific study of the condition of lycanthropy as though it were an ordinary 


condition or disease such as epilepsy or tuberculosis. 


Intrigued, Jan opened the second book. This one was plainly a book of natural remedies and folk medicine. Jan 
was about to close it when he saw a chapter on cures for curses. He quickly flipped through it. Again, it 
wasn't written in religious language, nor was it a study of superstitions. There were supposed cures listed for 
everything from the evil eye to vampirism, but the page marked with a folded-down corner was a list of 


possible cures for lycanthropy. 


What on earth did this mean? Jan sat for a moment, trying to add things up in his mind, but he felt like he 


was missing something, some key to understanding this that was right under his nose. 

A slight sound galvanized him into action and he quickly put the books back, careful to put them exactly as he 
had found them. He was just returning to the hearth to retrieve his candle when he heard a soft footfall. 
Somehow, he knew before turning that Matthew had entered the room. 


Matthew stood hesitantly near the hallway entrance, almost like a wild animal poised for flight, but Jan spoke. 


"I can't sleep." It was both an explanation why he was downstairs at the hour and, he hoped, a neutral opening. 


Matthew wavered for a moment, then let his stance relax, seating himself at the table. "Neither can |." 
Jan sat too, facing him across the table, keeping his voice at a low whisper. 


'| can't sleep because | am confused. | thought that you and | were friends... if nothing more. Yet, you won't 


speak to me." 


Matthew looked down, then raised his gaze to meet Jan's eyes squarely. "We were friends. We are friends. But 
we can't talk together or work together like we did before... before." 


"Why?" Jan's quiet question was simple, yet he dreaded what the reply might be. Maybe Matthew was 
ashamed of what had happened between them, maybe he was disgusted with Jan now and couldn't bear to be 
near him. All these things had gone through Jan's mind over and over these past two days. 


Matthew drew a shaky breath, "Because | can't allow myself to be close to you, to be near you or to even talk 
with you. I'm only talking to you now because | feel you deserve an explanation. We must live in the same 
house, but things can't be as they were." 


"Why?" Jan asked again, the pain evident in his voice now. "I don't mind if we don't... don't do anything else. | only 


miss being close to you!" 


"| DO mind!" Matthew's voice was fierce, his fist striking the table in his emotion. "You don't understand; how 
could you? But being around you makes me think of things | have no right to think of! Just for a litle while 
that night, l.. | forgot everything and dared to hope | could be like any other man, someone who could be happy 
and dream of a future and... and fall in love!" He shook his head. "It was a mistake, Janick. A horrible, horrible 


mistake for me to think that way, and it was inexcusable for me to involve you! And | am sorry for that!" 


Janick was stunned by the raw emotion displayed and his heart was torn by Matthew's anguish. Still, he wanted 
to make something clear. "You didn't involve me in anything | didnt want to be involved in. I've been involved 
ever since | came to live in this den of secrets! lm grateful for everything, please understand that, but you 
have all kept me at arm's length. | am an outsider, that's true, and | can't do anything about that, but nothing 
can undo what happened between you and |. And | don't want to undo it!" 


Matthew ran his hand across his face, "We can't undo it, but it must never happen again. So, | must stay away 


Janick, and | will leave you alone!" With that, Matthew strode from the room and Jan heard his bedroom door 


close, perhaps with more force than necessary. 


Jan stared after him, stunned. Slowly, a spark of anger kindled as he slowly climbed the stairs to his room. 
Damn these people and their enigmas! They can have their secrets; Janick no longer cared. He cared about one 
thing only - Matthew. And for reasons he couldn't comprehend, Matthew had turned away from him. Jan 
genuinely believed that in his heart, Matthew didn't want to shun him; his distress had been real. But for some 


reason, he felt he had to. He was resolved to shut Jan out of his life. 


Jan's hurt was manifesting itself now in anger and determination as he paced his room. This was the last 
straw. He knew he couldn't stay in this house with Matthew, see him every day, and not talk to him or be 
with him. It would be unbearable. He didn't belong here, anyway. Maybe these people were all crazy and that's 
why they shut themselves away here. His mind was spinning and concocting wild fancies. Did these men believe 
they were lycanthropes? Werewolves were a myth, of course, but it was possible to be under the delusion 
that they were real. Hell, Jan tore at his hair in exasperation, he didn't know; he only knew he had to get away 


from here. 


Chapter Eleven 


Chapter Eleven 


Janick moved without thinking, knowing that if he stopped to think he wouldn't do what he was planning to do. 
He had nothing when he arrived here, and he had little more now -only a change of clothes and warm tunic 
given to him by Matthew. He had a perverse reluctance to take anything with him that would remind him of 
Matthew, but he had little choice; it was the dead of winter and he needed the warm clothes. For the second 
time that night he slipped downstairs in silence, listening but hearing nothing other than the natural sounds a 
house makes. In the kitchen he hesitated again. He needed food but didn't want to take anything that wasn't 
rightfully his. Again, his good sense won out. Atilla was leaving to buy supplies the next day and he would 
only take what he absolutely needed for a journey he estimated may take three or four days. Some dried 


meat, some bread, cheese, and nuts for protein Filling his waterskin, he left the house. 


At first Janick walked the known path leading down the slope to the meadow visible from the house, but he 
clearly remembered the maps they had studied just after his arrival. He had to turn west and, eventually, 
northwest. There were no trails, but the snow here was no deeper than the tops of his boots. It was fairly 
easy going for the first hour or two, open country and all downhill, but by the time the moon set, the ground 
had leveled off and he was once again under thick evergreen trees. While this meant that the snow cover was 
less, it also meant that there were hidden obstacles, downed limbs and tangles of brush. When the first 
glimmer of dawn showed, Jan located a somewhat sheltered spot beneath the limbs of a huge uprooted tree 


and stopped to rest. 


While he was walking, Jan's mind was occupied avoiding pitfalls and rocks, but as soon as he curled into the 
riche he'd made beneath the tree, his mind was once again flooded with the events of the past several weeks, 
and in particular, the events of the past few days. The cold that had been kept at bay while he was walking 
crept in as he lay still, and he was uncomfortable. Though he'd had no sleep at all that night, it was still some 


time before he was able to fall into a restless, cold sleep. 


When Jan awakened the thin wintery sunshine was filtering through the encircling brush. He was stiff with 
cold but, though he'd taken a flint and a small bundle of dry kindling, he did not feel he had time to make a fire 
to warm himself. Looking around, he saw that he was now at the bottom of the low mountain where the 
house stood but he hadn't covered much distance at all. He wasn't walking aimlessly; he had a destination 
chosen from his memory of the maps. A village called Nysa, which should only be two to three days away if 
he could stay on the right heading. He'd learned to determine directions from the sun and stars at university 
and he hoped that what had at the time seemed useless information would stand him in good stead now. 
Shouldering the leather bag that served as his pack, he started walking, munching a handful of the food as he 
walked. 


The day, true to Falk's prediction, was fine and not terribly cold. Progress was slow in the forest and Jan had 
to divert from his path several times to avoid fallen trees, swift creeks gurgling under the snow, or rocky 


outcroppings that seemed to be more and more frequent as the day wore on. Occasionally through the trees 


he could see higher mountains ahead, but they would be beyond the village of Nysa and he hoped that the 
wavering line he'd seen on the map indicated a road of sorts leading through them. The sky looked darker to 
the north, the clouds dark and threatening, and he realized that Falk had been forecasting the weather that 
concerned Atilla's trek to Opole and he had not been concerned with the weather to the north. Well, Jan 
reasoned, he should be no more than another day's travel from Nysa or some sort of village or perhaps even 


a remote farm where he could find shelter. So far, though, he had no sign of human habitation at all. 


By evening Jan was aware that one of his boots had either loose stitching or a hole in the sole. His feet were 
cold, but the left was colder than the right. This night, he told himself, he would build a fire. Tomorrow, if he 
was fortunate, he might reach some sign of human habitation This was a long-settled region, home to 
various peoples for thousands of years, from the primitive Akatziri through the Voloch of the Middle Ages, 
but the area he was in was too rocky and heavily forested for farming or settlement; exactly why Atilla and 
the others had chosen to live here. Jan was confident that he would reach some sort of habitation soon, but 


reaching it was proving more difficult than he'd anticipated. 


By early evening Jan, came to the top of a precipice. It wasn't high, only two or three hundred feet, but the 
drop was sheer and the area on either side, he found after exploring, was strewn with large boulders. He could 
pick his way down, but the light was failing, the early dusk of winter closing in quickly, so he began to scout 
for a reasonable place to sleep. The slope and the bare rocks were unaccommodating, but eventually Jan saw 
a level area, sort of a scoop in the side of the rock where a boulder had dislodged at some point. It was a few 
dozen yards away across an expanse of scree and loose gravel, so he began to work his way across. It was a 
much more unstable surface than he'd expected, the gravel sliding from under his feet with every step, and 
he had to catch himself with his hands more than once. Finally, he was within a dozen feet and he straightened, 
breathing easier, and took another step. The entire surface beneath his feet immediately slipped downhill, 
gravel scattering as it gained momentum, and Jan scrabbled for a handhold. There was none. He felt himself 


falling, coming to an abrupt and painful halt against a rock the size of a barrel. 


The breath knocked from him, Jan sat for a while. Glancing up, he saw that he had slid for over fifty feet 
and reaching his original goal was impossible now; there was no way to climb this slope. Looking down he saw 
that he was still some distance from the bottom, but it was less steep here. With care, he felt he could 
reach the bottom. He had little choice but to try. He'd landed in a ball, having instinctively curled into a fetal 
position when he fell, and he sat up slowly, feeling for injuries. So far, so good. Then he uncurled his leg. 


Mistake! A jolt of white-hot pain shot through him, making him cry out loud. 


“Curse itl Jan muttered, running his hand along his leg. The right leg seemed fine, but his left had struck 
the rock with the full impact of his body. As he tentatively probed below the knee he winced and drew his 
hand back, breath hissing through his teeth. There was no doubt about it; his leg was broken. He sighed, 
looking around. The sun was setting, and he was in an open area with no shelter whatsoever from the night's 
cold He checked his bag - at least he hadn't dropped that in his fall - then took a swig of water. There was 
nothing for it but to inch slowly and painfully down the slope. 


After a few attempts, Jan found a position where he could slide down the hill without jostling his broken leg 
too badly. He scooted on his hands, moving backward like a crab, using his good leg to propel himself but 


dragging the injured one uselessly. It was still very painful, the surface was covered in sharp gravel and fist- 
sized rocks, and every time his leg moved over a rock, pain seared though him. He was only able to move a 
few feet at a time before resting and it was fully dark before he felt the ground level off beneath him. His 
outer garments were torn by the rocks and his hands raw and lacerated, but at long last he was at the 


bottom of the grade. 


He was exhausted. It was almost pitch black, the moon hidden behind clouds, and the only place he could see to 
offer any kind of shelter at all was a clump of dead ferns beneath some fallen branches some yards away. So 
much for his plan to build a fire - he wouldn't be able to do that near so much dead wood and he wasn't up 


to finding a better place. As for tomorrow.. he refused to think about tomorrow. 


Jan crept under the most tangled area of downed branches and did his best to make the bracken into a bed, 
creating a sort of nest. His leg ached like fire and he was cold. The clouds deepened, obliterating the sporadic 
moonlight, and a chill wind struck up. There was less snow here at the bottom of the cliff, but it was no less 
cold. Jan wrapped his fur jacket around himself as best he could and ate a handful of food from his pack. He 
hadn't been worried about food before, but now he realized it would take him much longer to get out of the 


forest. 


If he got out at all. What had he been thinking, to rush off in the middle of the night that way? He knew the 
answer; he hadn't been thinking. He'd felt so overwhelmed by the mass of deceit he felt he'd been living in and 
when Matthew rejected him, he'd impulsively followed his instinct to get away. To remove himself from the 
source of the pain. Because while he was certainly curious about the men he'd been living with, leaving before 
spring thaw hadn't crossed his mind until after his conversation with Matthew. 


"Leave me alone, Janick, and | will leave you alone!" 


In his heart, Janick knew it was an impossible situation To live in the same house as Matthew for several 
more weeks, possibly months, and pretend he didn’t exist? Pretend what had happened between them hadn't 
happened? To forget the look in Matthew's amber eyes just before they'd kissed? Impossible! 


Jan changed his position, easing his broken leg in front of him. Damn, but it hurt! He was hurt inside, and now 
he was hurt outside as well. He wondered if Brunon had lived, he would have felt this kind of emptiness when 
they reached Braclaw and Brunon left in search of his next adventure. Somehow, he doubted it. Brunon was 
the kind of man who made conquests carelessly and, just as carelessly, left them, and Jan had known that 
from the first. Matthew was another sort of man altogether. Jan had never taken time to think about what 
would happen when spring arrived, and he left the remote house. It seemed so far in the future. He could 
never tell anyone where he had wintered, he would keep that promise, and he'd already concocted a fabrication 
of how he'd stumbled across a farmhouse and the family had let him stay on in exchange for his help through 


the winter. It was plausible, and no one would question it. 


But, he reflected, he would know where he had spent the winter and he would have to live knowing that the 


household of men with their secrets were still out there somewhere. Half fantastical plans had flitted through 


his mind of returning to this area one day and seeking out the house, just to see them all again. Now, of 


course, he knew he couldn't. Seeing Matthew again would be too much to bear. 


Jan returned his food to the bag, though his stomach still felt empty. He tried to dig deeper into the old 
leaves and dead ferns but every time he moved his leg, a sharp pain shot through him as the bone ends 
scraped together. His feet no longer felt as cold; in fact, they felt almost warm. In the distance he heard the 
echo of a wolf's howl. Yet another thing to worry about. Wild animals, bandits, freezing to death, starving to 
death... With these dismal thoughts running through his mind, he eventually drifted off to sleep. 


Jan had no idea how long he'd been dozing when he awakened with a start. He'd heard something, or thought 
he had. He listened with an intentness that was almost painful, but for several minutes all he heard was the 
wind sighing in the trees. He was conscious that his feet felt as though they were warming by a fire and that 
the throb in his leg had intensified, but he dared not move or shift position There was only a sporadic sliver 
of moonlight as the cloud cover overhead was breaking up, but his eyes were accustomed to the dark now and 
the snow made a sharp contrast with the blackness of the night. It was bitterly cold, the wind blowing down 


from the mountains to the north. 


Concluding that what he thought he'd heard was just remnants of his troubled dreams, Jan began to slowly 
stretch his injured leg out straight before him, gritting his teeth as he did. Then he froze, holding his breath. 
Something moved in the shadows at the bottom of the slope only a dozen feet away. He strained his eyes, but 
he could only tell it was an animal, and quite large. His heart hammering, Jan held his breath, his eyes glued to 
the spot. He almost didn't see the second shape glide from beneath the trees to his left, so focused was he 
on the first. They weren't bears, bears were solitary animals and were sleeping at this time of year, and these 
were too large for any other animal he was familiar with, except one. He knew they were wolves, and he knew 


that wolves would attack a human, especially if there were more than one animal present 


I+ felt like minutes passed but it was probably only a few seconds later when Jan noticed something odd about 
the second, somewhat smaller, wolf. This one, too, was concentrating on the spot when Jan had descended the 
hill and both wolves were prowling that area in tight circles, their muzzles to the ground. But the smaller wolf 
moved differently, and it took Jan a moment to realize that it was favoring one front leg. Injured in a trap, 

perhaps, Jan thought fleetingly, still holding himself motionless. He was amazed they hadn't already sniffed him 


out, but the wind was against them, blowing toward Jan rather than away from him. 


Suddenly the smaller wolf stopped, raising its head and sniffing the air. Then it looked directly at Jan's hiding 
place! The scudding clouds had parted momentarily and Jan saw the black shapes against the snow as they 
put their heads together, then the smaller one raised its head and let out a long wavering, primal howl. Jan 
felt a cold sweat form on his skin despite the cold temperatures. That sound was the embodiment of 
mankind's fears since the dawn of time, bringing forth stark fear in anyone who heard it. It was a sound that 
seemed both bestial yet almost human, conveying more than simple hunger for prey. Jan was fascinated as 
well as repelled The larger wolf was still pacing back and forth, then it, too, looked straight at Jan's 


concealment and it raised its head, joining in the howl that lingered on and on. 


Jan found himself going over half-forgotten prayers in his mind and his body ached from holding himself 
motionless, yet he was transfixed by these creatures. Surely, they knew he was there, yet they didn't 
approach. The howl went on and on, echoing through the night, and now that the moon was out, Jan could see 
that both wolves were magnificent beasts, strong and muscular, larger than the wolves he had glimpsed as a 


youth in his father's hunting preserve. 


Ím going fo die here, Jan thought, and it will be a horrible death No one will ever know where my bones le. 


He swallowed the lump on his throat, and at that tiny sound both wolves stopped howling, looking again at 
where he lay hidden. The larger wolf nuzzled the smaller, and the smaller began to approach, limping with its 
right front leg. It came to within a few feet of the brush pile, then just as Jan was readying himself for an 
onslaught of teeth and claws, the wolf laid down, resting it's head on its outstretched paws. Either the 
moonlight was clearer, or morning was approaching, because as Jan peered through the brush at the wolf, he 


looked directly into its eyes. Amber eyes. 
And he knew. 


It was impossible, it was insane, his mind shied away from the thought, refusing to accept it, but he knew. 


Knew without a doubt. 


"Matthew?" 


Chapter Twelve 


"Matthew?" 


The moment the whispered word left Janick's lips, he mentally cursed himself. So the wolf had unusual eyes 
and a limp in its front leg - that had to be a coincidence. It had to be! It was physically and scientifically 
impossible for a human to morph into a wolf. But the wolf looked up and let out a low whine, and against all 
reason, Janick knew it wasn't his overwrought imagination. This wolf somehow was Matthew. Jan looked at the 
other wolf who had also ventured closer. There was something in the expression, something beyond the 


physical appearance, which was terribly familiar. 


"And Charles?" Jan said in wonder. The larger wolf raised its head in a remarkably canine way and let out a 
low whuff. Meanwhile the smaller wolf - by now Jan was thinking of it as Matthew - crept closer and Jan, 
knowing he had nothing to lose, moved away the brush he'd piled in front of him. If this was a hallucination, 
Jan was dying anyway, of frostbite or something worse, but in his heart, Jan knew it was no hallucination. It 


defied every law of logic and reason in existence, but somehow these two wolves were Matthew and Charles. 


At that moment, both wolves again raised their heads and howled, long mournful howls that echoed through 
the waning night. When the howls died away the smaller wolf - Matthew - once again cautiously approached 
Jan, sniffing the air tentatively. Jan let him approach. Matthew sniffed Jan's injured leg and whined, but Jan 
was distracted by another sound, the sound of someone approaching through the underbrush. Someone on two 


legs. 


The wolves whirled, the larger one letting out a low growl, but in the predawn gray light Jan saw a man 


emerge from beneath the trees. 


"Roell" Jan exclaimed. It was, indeed, the woodsman, his bald pate covered by a large fur hat and wearing a 


large pack on his back 


"We've found you!" The usually silent man cried out, a grin splitting his beard. "Thank be to heaven you're all 


right" 


Matthew whined, raising a paw indicating Jan's injured leg, and Roel was immediately serious, kneeling before 
him. "A break, eh? Falk will be here momentarily; he's not so swift in the woods as myself! He will set you 


right!" 


Janick was astonished beyond speech. They had come looking for him?! He hadn't expected that; he'd assumed 
they would be well rid of him, thinking he had tried to make his way to Braclaw, which was to the west. He 
had headed north, yet they found him. Of course, he told himself, his mind reeling. The wolves had tracked 
him! He looked again at the two beasts, who had greeted Roel and were sniffing around the pack he had 
dropped at the edge of the woods. 


Roel was gently probing Jan's leg, stopping when Jan winced. He sat back on his heels and sighed. He began to 
speak when one of the wolves, who had now both disappeared beneath the shadow of the trees, let out a yip, 
and Jan heard the approach of another human. Falk plunged into the clearing, shaking snow from his long fur 


jacket. He came straight to where Jan still sat at the entrance to the brush arbor. 


"Janick! | should scold you, and | would if you weren't obviously worse for wear! What were you thinking?! 
Never mind," he waved aside his own question impatiently. "We have to get you back to the house! Let me 


check your leg. Roel, would you please make a fire?" 


Roel busied himself with flint and steel and presently a fire was kindled, fed with the dead wood that was lying 
about. Falk knelt in front of Jan and carefully began to remove his boot. As he did, Jan bit off a cry of pain 


The woolen sock Jan wore was damp and Falk peeled it off carefully, frowning as he did. 


"Does the foot hurt, Janick?" 


Jan shook his head, "| can't feel it at all. Earlier today it felt as though it was burning." 


Like you were being stung by bees?" Falk rubbed his hands across the marble white skin" 
Jan nodded. "Something like that, yes." 


Falk shook his head, "You not only have a broken tibia, but you also have a mild case of frostbite. The break 
seems to be clean," he probed it carefully, "but it will be a task to get you home." 


"l." Jan was ready to say he didn't want to go back to the house, but he was sensible enough to know he had 
little choice. "Once again, | thank you, Falk. But." he looked past the kneeling man, past where Roel was stoking 


the fire, but the wolves were nowhere in sight. Jan shook his head. "I'm so very confused" 


Falk laid his hand on Jan's uninjured leg, "All will be made clear soon. Please be patient, my friend. Why didn't 
you come to us instead of leaving in the night..." he broke off and sighed. "You had your reasons, | know. | 
may hazard a guess what they are, but we won't talk of this now. But Janick," he looked closely into Janick's 


face, his expression earnest. "You are one of us. There will be no more secrets." 


Roel broke a branch with a loud crack and Jan looked up at the sound At the edge of the woods stood two 
men: Matthew and Charles. They looked as they looked every day, clad in warm winter gear and looking as 
human as they had looked every day since Jan had known them. His mouth opened, but he had no words. 


"We will make a litter; it will be the only way to get Janick home." Falk was saying, and Roel went immediately 
to look for the long, straight branches needed. Charles went to help him, but Matthew came over to kneel 
next to Falk, his eyes never leaving Jan's face. Falk discreetly moved away to fashion his long coat into a sling 


for the litter, but even then, Matthew didn't speak. 
‘Its real, isn't it?" Jan asked quietly, when the other man didn't speak. "| saw what | saw; I'm not going insane." 


Matthew knew exactly what Jan was referring to, and he nodded slowly. "You understand now why | couldn't... 
couldn't become too close to you." Matthews’ voice was quiet and sad. "I am sorry, Janick" 


It was too overwhelming for Jan to be able to process everything, so he pushed it to the back of his mind for 
the present. "You are still you, Matthew. Whatever form you take, whatever shape you assume, you are still 


you." Somehow it felt important to Jan that he tell him this. 


Again, Matthew nodded. "We still think the same, our minds are clear and.. and our hearts are the same. We 


had to.. to become as you saw us to find you quickly. Somehow, | knew you were in danger.” 
"But your shoulder...?" 


Tears glinted in Matthew's eyes, "Even now, knowing what you know about me, you are concerned for my 
shoulder?" 


"You are still you," Jan repeated. There was nothing more to say. He had seen the impossible and knew it to 
be true. Werewolves existed, and he was in love with one. With everything else he was struggling to 
comprehend, this was the one thing that stood out clearly in Jan's mind. He was in love with Matthew, 
whoever and whatever Matthew may be. 


He locked eyes with Matthew but there were no words to say; if there were any explanations forthcoming, 
they would come later. 


"Janick," Falk knelt again in front of Jan, "Now will come the most difficult part for you. We have to set the 


broken bone before we move you. If we do not, the bone may never heal correctly. It will be very painful, and 


| have nothing with me to ease the pain" 


Jan nodded; he had seen similar instances with the workmen on his father's estate. Broken bones weren't 


uncommon among the workers in the mills and stables. "If it must be done, | can bear it" 


Falk nodded and motioned both Roel and Charles. "Charles, please help your brother to hold Janick still. Roel, 
you will have to help me set the bone; I'm not strong enough alone. | wish Father Dorn was here; his strength 


would be invaluable, but he left for Opole before we realized you were gone, Janick" 


He slit Jan's pantleg to the knee with his knife, and Roel laid two straight, sturdy branches within easy reach 
along with some strips of cloth from his pack. Matthew slipped in behind Jan, grasping him across the 
shoulders, while Charles placed both hands on his hips, pinning him immobile. Falk looked up nervously and 


nodded. 
"Are you ready?" 
Jan nodded, bracing himself as best he could. "Do it" 


With a quick motion, Falk and Roel both grasped the leg and while Falk aligned the bones, Roel quickly bound the 
sticks tightly to each side. Jan was resolved not to yell but he couldn't help it; he let out a sharp, high cry, 
feeling the two brothers hold him stationary even though he jerked instinctively. It was excruciating, a quick 
blinding wrench and jolt of pain that left Jan close to passing out. A white haze floated before his eyes and 
the pain lingered even after the leg was tightly bound. He sensed more than saw that Matthew was near, his 
hands beneath his shoulders as they lifted him onto the makeshift litter. The four men each took the end of 
a pole and, dousing the fire, began the long trek back to the house. 


It was an experience that Janick would never forget, though at times the pain in his leg made it feel like he 
was half in a dream. It was a rough, jarring ride for the injured man, and because Matthew's shoulder was 
scarcely mended, at times he was forced to give up his position at Jan's head and Charles would take both 
poles while Falk and Roel held the poles at Jan's feet. It seemed to take forever as the men negotiated rocks, 
slopes, and underbrush and several times they had to stop to make hasty repairs to the litter. Jan felt 
helpless and extremely uncomfortable, every jolt sending a flash of pain through him. 


After several hours they came to a more open area and stopped for a rest. Jan was amazed at the strength 
of these men, even slender Falk showed surprising stamina, and when they laid the litter down none of them, 
even Mathew with his still healing shoulder, seemed tired. Roel busied himself making a small fire and Jan 


struggled to a sitting position, wincing as he did so. 


"Lay still," Jan felt Matthew's firm hand on his shoulder. "We are still hours from home, any movement you 
make could make the pain worse." 


‘lm all right," Jan looked up, warmed by the concern in Matthew's eyes. "You are all doing the work; I've just 
been lying here. Lying here with so many questions..." 


Falk was digging into his pack for food but looked up. "Your questions will be answered, Janick. But not here." 
He looked around, and Jan noticed that Charles and Roel were being watchful as well. "We are cutting straight 
to the house rather than taking the way that you took, and this area is unfamiliar. We'll have something to 


eat, rest a bit, and move on" 


Jan subsided, laying back again, Matthew's hand still on his shoulder. Falk immersed strips of dried meat in hot 
water, making a broth. Before they began walking again, Falk checked the tightness of the splints on Jan's leg. 


‘ls the pain easing at all?" 
Jan nodded, although he wasn't certain that it was. "Its not bad" 
"And can you move your foot?" 


Jan tried to wriggle his toes but couldn't feel them. "I don't know; | can't feel my toes” This worried him but 
he knew there was nothing to be done at the moment. 


Falk merely nodded, motioning for Roel to put out the fire. The afternoon wore on and it seemed to Jan that 
they were moving at a snail's pace, the surrounding forest all looked the same to him and he saw no landmarks 
from his walk the previous day. The ground was smoother than earlier, though, and sloping upwards. Dusk 
came early and, with it, a numbing cold By now they were once again in thick forest, and Roel found a small 
hollow where they could camp the night. Because they were well-concealed, they built a larger fire, laying 
Jan's litter near it. 


Having nothing to occupy his mind while being carried, Jan had spent the day thinking, his mind flitting from one 
thing to the next. He understood, in a general way, why everyone seemed so furtive. Though his mind still 
wrestled with the very concept, he was in the company of werewolves and werewolves were considered evil, no 
better than demons, by the majority of the populace. As an educated man, Jan's belief in evil and demons was 
tempered by the knowledge that most evil originated with mankind itself, but so many questions still 


remained. 


His thoughts were interrupted when Matthew sat next to his litter, reaching out to check the knots on his 
splint. "How are you feeling, Janick?" 


"Physically, I'm all right. My leg aches, though if I'm lying still, it isn't bad But mentally l'm a bit 


overwhelmed." Jan admitted. 


Matthew slid closer, drawing his knees up and encircling them with his arms. He gazed at the fire for a bit, 
watching as Falk and Roel prepared food. Charles had disappeared into the woods. 


‘lm sorry, Janick," Matthew finally said, returning his gaze to Jan “I'm sorry you had to learn something so 


difficult to understand. Its my fault, and | have to take responsibility for it. No one outside our litte circle 


was ever supposed to know about Charles and |. But when | learned you'd gone | knew | had to find you, and 
that was the quickest way to track you." 


"So." Jan picked up on Matthews’ words, "it's only you and Charles? None of the others are..2" 


Matthew smiled and shook his head. "They aren't as we are, no. But they also have their reasons for living 
apart, for isolating themselves. Its not for me to speak of that; they will tell you. Falk is right; we will keep 
no more secrets from you, Janick" Matthew was silent for another space, then he moved to where he could 
clearly see Jan's face in the firelight. "Tell me why you left the house, Jan? Was it because of me.. because 
of what happened between us?" 


The memory of the hurt he'd felt washed over Jan again and he nodded, looking down. "Yes. But not because 
of what happened between us. l." he looked up, "| am not ashamed of that, and | do not regret it. | left 
because of what you said that last night. You said you would leave me alone, and you asked that | leave you 


alone." His voice fell to a whisper. "I knew | couldn't do that." 


Matthew's eyes were bright in the flickering light. "Obviously," he said at last, his own voice low, "neither 
could |." 


Chapter Thirteen 


Chapter Thirteen 


Falk prepared a surprisingly filling meal from ingredients from his pack, and the five men gathered close to the 
fire as the night came on bitterly cold. Jan ventured to ask how much further it was to the house. 


"We will reach home by midday tomorrow," Falk told him, "And there will be no more roaming about for you," 


he wagged a finger in Jan's direction, "even if you wanted to. That leg will take several weeks to heal properly.” 


Jan sighed, "It was foolish of me. | felt I'd been burden enough for you and had hoped to be able to spend the 
remainder of the winter in Nysa or some other village. But now, I'm even more a burden, and for that l'm 


sorry. 


Falk shook his head and laughed, "You were never a burden, my friend! You've been a tremendous help, and a 


good friend" 


Charles spoke up, "| may not have seemed welcoming, but..well, now you know why. And! want you to know, 
too, that I've come to trust you. | must, mustn't |, to have come in search of you in that way? And also," he 
looked at his brother with an almost teasing look, "my brother would have come for you regardless, and | 


could not have allowed him to come alone." 


Falk grinned at Matthew and Jan couldn't be sure, but it seemed that Matthew blushed. Roel threw some 
more dead twigs on the fire and, reticent as always, he spoke now, wasting no words. "You may have reached 


Nysa, but you would not have been welcome there. | know Nysa" With that, he fell silent. 


Falk looked at Roel and nodded. "We first met Roel not far from Nysa," he said, his voice somber. “But that is 
a story which will have to wait until tomorrow. You will learn much about us all tomorrow, Janick, yet there 

are some things even we do not know the answers to. Now we must wrap ourselves up well, it is a cold night 
and the fire will soon die out. Rest as well as you can, Janick. When we reach home, | will be able to give you 


something to help ease the pain Good night!" 


Janick echoed his goodnight and bid goodnight to Roel and Charles as well, both of whom wrapped themselves in 
their warm cloaks and lay on the opposite side of the fire. Falk lay a few feet away, but Matthew didn't move 


from Janick's side. 


"| would like to lay here tonight, if | may," he said tentatively, looking at Jan 


‘Of course," Jan agreed immediately, and Matthew lay down on Jan's litter, close but wrapped separately in 
their own coverings. The litter wasn't comfortable but, being protected from the freezing ground by 


interwoven twigs, it was a bit warmer. 


"It means a lot to me that you allow me to be so close, knowing what | am," Matthew said, his voice a whisper 


just inches from Jan's ear. 


"| knew that you wouldn't harm me, from the moment | realized it was you last night," Jan said, turning his 
head to face the other man "I know nothing about your condition, | don't even know how it's possible, but | do 


know that you aren't someone who would harm anyone." 


The light was dying now but Jan saw Matthew smile, "We do not harm humans. We are essentially the same, 
only in a changed form. Some senses are heightened, our eyesight and especially our sense of smell. We have 
an overwhelming need to roam, to go out and hunt, but we hunt the same prey as a natural wolf; rabbits, fox, 


deer. You don't know how badly | wanted to tell you all of this, Janick, but how could 1?" 


"| understand that. If you had told me, | wouldn't have believed it. | had to see for myself." Jan assured him. 
"But...do you know why you and Charles are this way?" 


Matthew sighed, "Not for certain. | can tell you that Falk and Father Dorn have theories, but there is no way 
to know. We think it's hereditary, that it's in our blood. | remember that our grandfather was killed when | 
was a small boy and after that happened, we were forced to leave the village where | was born. My father 
died of a fever and people shunned my mother, calling her a witch, even in the new village where we settled. 
She was a wise woman, a healer and a midwife, but though they came to her when they needed help, they 
whispered behind her back and cast strange looks at Charles and |. They knew something, or suspected 


something, about us." 


"tm sorry," Jan felt the unspoken anguish of a small child, watching as his mother was ostracized as an 


outcast. "But when did you learn you were... different?" 


Matthew was silent for a while and Jan wondered if he had overstepped his bounds, but he wanted to know 
everything about this man and what he had been through. 


"When Charles reached the age of around 12," he finally said, "he began to act strangely. He became wild, 
wanting only to run in the forest, slipping out at night and not returning until dawn At first, our mother 
thought it was just a natural change as he grew into manhood, but | remember how she watched him and 
worried. Then one morning he came home later than usual, naked, with blood on his hands. It terrified me, but 
our mother seemed to know what had happened. She told us then about her father, my grandfather. We had 
been told he was killed in a hunting accident, but now she told us the rest. He had been shot while raiding a 
flock of sheep. Shot with a silver tipped arrow while in the form of a wolf. Ordinary arrows injure us, but 


the element silver is like poison to us." 


"Oh, Lord!" Jan breathed, understanding now why everyone had been so relieved upon learning the arrow that 


had struck Matthew had been an ordinary arrow. 


"It was then that my brother confessed what had been happening to him," Matthew continued, his voice soft 
but with an unmistakable sadness. “He'd been slipping out at night because he felt his body changing. He was 
confused and frightened, suddenly able to smell the animals in the forest and see as clearly in the dark as 
most people do in daylight. | know exactly how he felt because, in my turn, | felt the same things happening to 


me. 


Janick fell silent and tried to absorb what he'd heard. "How can a human body change and shift?" he 


wondered. 


Jan didn't realize he'd spoken aloud until Matthew answered him. "It's something | could never describe in 
words. The bones, the muscles, everything feels as if it becomes liquid, changing and re-aligning until we 
appear as wolves. Its very painful, but only lasts a short time. Then we appear as wolves, and there's an 
incredible sense of exhilaration and freedom. We feel we have to run, to hunt, all the while thinking as humans. 
Then the feeling subsides, and we revert to our own forms. Falk said that there are things that can't be 
explained; this is one of those things." 


"Heredity," Jan mused. If made so much more sense than the fantastical superstitions he dimly remembered 
reading about, things about curses and the evil eye and being born under the wrong moon. "Where did it begin, 


| wonder?" 


Matthew shook his head, "I doubt if we will ever know. Somewhere in the distant past something happened to 
an ancestor of mine, and now we are paying the price. Charles feels it much stronger than | do, possibly 
because he's the eldest. | can usually control it, | feel it coming on and go through some relaxation techniques; 
Father Dorn calls it meditation If | can't ward it off, | simply slip away. But Charles has a harder time with it 
than | do and there are times when it comes upon him, and he can't resist it. Then, of course, there are times, 


like yesterday when trying to find you, that we can change simply because we want to." 


"That's what happened the night you were shot, isn't it?" Jan asked, remembering the conversation over 


supper that night. 


The fire had died down to glowing coals by now and the soft snores of some of the others could be heard, and 
Jan felt more than saw Matthew nod in affirmation. "Yes. Charles couldn't fight off the urge to transform, 
so | went with him, hoping to keep him safe. He was on the scent of something and ran too near one of the 
farms outside the village. We passed through a pasture of sheep, Charles still tracking whatever he was on 


the scent of, but someone saw two wolves in their flock, and shot." 


Jan fell silent, not knowing what to say. He reached out a hand and found Matthew's hand in the dark. "IF it's 
hereditary, as you think, none of this is your fault!" 


Matthew closed his hand around Jan's questing fingers, "No, perhaps not. But no one would believe that. No 
one would believe that we don't prey on humans or that we aren't evil demons. So, we hide away, always in 


fear that someone has seen one of us, tracked us, or at least suspects what we are." 


"And because of this... this accident of birth, you feel you have to live your life in seclusion, never 
experiencing the things that other men take for granted Never experiencing love." Jan wasn't asking a 


question, he was reaffirming the puzzle he was now fitting together in his mind. 


Matthew's fingers were strong and warm around Jan's. "I've always believed that, yes. Even with Pascal, | 
never dared open myself up to him, | never dared tell him my secret. Then, when he..." Matthew broke off 
what he was about to say and turned to face Jan, Jan felt the intensity of his gaze even in the dark. "Janick, 
| let my guard down that night with you and allowed myself to feel things | felt | could never feel for anyone, 
that | should never feel for anyone. It was madness, but | thought | could stop feeling that way if only you and 
| stayed apart. | didn't think of how you might feel, and l'm sorry. It was all for nothing anyway, because | 
can't stop feeling the way | feel for you. | tried, but | can't 


Janick was overcome with a feeling of such intense emotion that he raised himself up, ignoring the sharp pain 
in his leg, and leaned over Matthew. "I do not want to stop feeling this way, and | couldn't if | tried either! I've 
read of love, but it was all fiction and fairy tales; | was convinced that real people don't experience it. People 
marry and have children only to forge political or trade alliances and carry on the family name. They may 
come to care for one another, but to fall in love? | never expected it to happen to me, but it has. | love you, 


Matthew, and | do not care that you have this burden to bear." 


Matthew reached up, cupping Jan's face and bringing his lips to meet his own. This wasn't a kiss of desire, it 
was a kiss filled with longing and love, a kiss that cemented the emotions they'd just expressed. When it was 
over Jan lay resting his head on Matthew's shoulder, their hands still entwined, and fell asleep. 


Jan awoke stiff, sore, and chilled to the bone. Roel was already awake and building a small fire, and Charles 
was sitting talking with Falk across the fire. When Jan stirred, Matthew woke up as well, sitting up with a 
grimace, stretching his right arm carefully. Charles glanced across at them, a slight smile on his face, and he 


whispered something to Falk, who grinned and winked. 


"Whatever you two may be thinking, you are wrong," Matthew was somewhat embarrassed because in their 
sleep, he and Jan had curled into one another and had awakened in a spooning position "Do not forget, we are 
both injured!" 


Falk laughed outright at that, and Charles turned away to hide a grin. They made a quick breakfast of dried 
fruits and nuts, double checked the sturdiness of the litter, and began their journey as the sun was just above 
the horizon. Lying still all night had stiffened Jan's injured leg and a deep, dull ache throbbed from his ankle to 
his hip, preventing him from focusing on the scenery or even talking with his companions. Two or three hours 
passed, and things began to look slightly familiar, however. When he first arrived, the brothers had brought 
Jan up the back of the mountain where the house stood, and he thought he recognized that mountain ahead of 
them. 


Falk was at Jan's feet carrying the litter and he glanced back "We are almost home, Janick. How are you 


holding up?" 


"tm all right, but I'll be glad to be warm!" 


It took over an hour for the party to reach the mountain, approaching from the gentle slope that led to the 
meadow. The house was well hidden; even Jan, who knew where it stood, didn't spot it amongst the trees until 
they were only a few hundred yards away. It looked cold with no smoke issuing from the chimneys, but to Jan 
it still looked welcoming. Roel began building fires in both fireplaces as soon as they entered the main hall, but 
it was still warmer inside than out. 


"Right, then" Falk rubbed his hands briskly together, "the first thing we must do is put a permanent splint on 
your leg, Janick. It will keep it immobile, and the bones will mend sooner. It would be easier, however, if while 


you recuperate, you slept downstairs." 


"He can have my bedchamber, and | will take his," Charles offered, coming in from outside with more firewood. 
Matthew shot him a grateful look and Janick thanked him, appreciating that Charles was trying to make 
amends for his earlier brusqueness. Also, if he wasn't mistaken, it appeared to Jan that Charles was fully 
aware of how his brother felt about Jan and seemed to approve. Jan was somewhat surprised at this, but he 
knew how very close the two men were, so it stood to reason that Charles knew his brother preferred men to 


women. 


For the moment, however, Janick remained on the litter while four strong pieces of wood were found for the 
permanent splint. Falk brought the bottle of Armagnac brandy they had used when Matthew was injured, now 
with only a third remaining in the bottle. 


"| will prepare willow bark tea for the pain as soon as | can, but for now this will have to do," Falk was telling 


Jan. "Take a few long drinks, my friend, because we will have to move the leg, and it will be painful." 


Jan preferred ale to brandy but obligingly took a few swigs, the liquor hitting his nearly empty stomach like 
fire and flowing through his limbs, taking the sharpness from the pain. Matthew knelt close while Charles and 
Falk replaced the makeshift splint with a proper one, binding it into place with strips of linen. Though they 
tried to be gentle, it was impossible to do the job without sending knife-like pain through Jan's leg as the ends 
of bone shifted and rubbed. Matthew passed him the brandy bottle again, but the liquor had done all it could, 
and Jan merely gritted his teeth until the leg was set, with Matthew's hand on his shoulder providing as much 
comfort as the brandy. 


"You did well," Falk patted Jan's hand when they were finished. "It will heal completely, if you do not put any 
strain on it. Now that your leg is immobile, let me check the frost damage to your foot." Jan submitted to 
Falk's prodding and even poked the white flesh of his foot with a bodkin, but now that the room was warming 
up, he felt a tingle in both feet, almost a stinging sensation, but more on the injured leg than the other. 


"No serious damage," Falk concluded. "You were fortunate, although if you hadn't fallen and continued walking, 


there may have been irreparable damage." 


Emboldened, Jan commented, "You have a great deal of knowledge of medical things, Falk. In fact, you seem to 
have a great store of knowledge about many subjects." It had been obvious on several occasions, but Jan had 
been bound by his promise to ask no questions, so he hadn't mentioned it. 


Falk gave a self-deprecating grin and a half shrug. "Yes, well, let's get you settled in Charles' room and, if you 


aren't too tired, perhaps I'll tell you why that is.” 


Jan insisted on hobbling to the room, supported by Falk and Matthew, glad to leave the uncomfortable litter 
behind. Charles’ room was spartan, the second room down the short hall past Matthew's, furnished much the 
same as the room Jan had been occupying upstairs, with a narrow bed, long narrow table, and one straight- 


back chair. The only personal touches were dressed pelts of fox, marten, and badger adorning the walls and a 


candle holder on the table. 


Charles appeared at the door as Jan was being settled into the bed, gathering his clothing from pegs along one 


wall to take to his new room upstairs. Jan held out a hand, stopping him. 


"| want to thank you again, Charles. | assure you, you will have your room back as soon as its possible for 


me to climb stairs." 


Charles managed a rare smile, "Actually, | think | may like it better upstairs. Perhaps we could make this 


move permanent." As he spoke, he glanced at his brother, again with a teasing smile, and Matthew appeared 


to flush. 


Falk was fussing with elevating Jan's leg on a folded woolen blanket and didn't notice the exchange, but Jan 
understood that Charles was acknowledging Matthew's desire to be near Jan, and he was touched. 


Falk had Jan's leg arranged to his liking and drew up the chair, pulling it close to the bed. Matthew stayed in 


the room, leaning a hip on the table, and Falk looked at him, "How much have you told Janick so far?" 
Only about Charles and myself, and how we learned what we are." 
"You are not a what," Jan interrupted. "You are a man, not a thing!" 


Matthew's eyes glowed as he looked at Jan, and he swallowed, nodding. "Thank you," he managed, reaching for 
Jan's hand, then looking at Falk. "I've not said anything about anyone else, just about Charles and myself." 


Falk nodded and sighed. "Where do | begin? | wasn't always called Falk, | was born with a different name, but | 
left it behind long ago, and if | were to mention it now, you would surely recognize it. My father was... well 
placed in Germany. | was the youngest son, and my family had no real plan for me, but | knew what | wanted. 
| wanted to learn, Janick! | wanted knowledge, | wanted to study. Eventually it was decided | was to go to 
Heidelberg, the oldest and one of the best Universities in the country. | think it was just to get me out of the 
way," he gave a rueful smile, "but | was thrilled. Oh, and | loved it there! | was drawn to medicine, | wanted to 
know how the human body works, and they have a fine medical school there, but it wasn't enough for me. 
Great things were being discovered elsewhere in the world, in Italy and even in the Arabic countries, but the 


school was stagnated, and nothing new or experimental was taught." 


Here Falk paused, leaning his elbow on his crossed knee and his chin in his hand, lost in memories. "The 
professors and instructors grew frustrated with my constant questions, and after a while they became almost 
suspicious, because | had heard of things and read of procedures they were not aware of. My father allowed 
me a small allowance and with it | bought books, some smuggled in by other students but some that | had to 
search for throughout the city and even travel to other universities. That was when | traveled to the Jesuit 
university at Bamburg." 


He paused there, looking at Jan, "If you grow weary of my prattling on, please tell me, dear friend." 


"No, not at all," Jan assured him. "I'm finding your story quite interesting. I've heard of these great schools, 
of Heidelberg and Bamberg. But you speak of Bamburg as though it's especially significant." 


Falk nodded, "Yes, and so it is. l'd been studying for several years by this time, but because the subjects 
were unorthodox and not all recognized by the authorities, | had yet to earn a degree. | learned that the 
library at Bamburgh had several old, rare volumes on anatomy and herbal medicine and | was intrigued. I'd 
intended only a short visit to satisfy my curiosity, but | met a man in the libraries there, a Jesuit priest, 
who's thirst for knowledge equaled my own. His name was father Atilla Dorn 


"Ah!" Janick nodded He knew that he would eventually hear how this strange band of men came together, 
and the puzzle pieces were starting to fit. 


Falk smiled, reliving fond memories. "Father Dorn was on the path to becoming a bishop, he was dedicated and 


intelligent, but he was also skeptical of the Church's stand on many things. It seemed that every day when | 


went to the area where the books on herbology and natural healing were kept, | found Father Dorn in the 
adjoining section, pursuing books on folk beliefs, folklore, and superstitions. Of course, most of these books 
were ecclesiastical in nature, condemning folk traditions and beliefs as pagan beliefs, and therefore evil. 
Something to be stamped out, or punished if they were practiced. Before we even met, | would hear Father 
Dorn sitting at the next table in that dusty old hall, muttering under his breath about the backward 
foolishness of the Church's stand" Falk paused, adjusting the bolster beneath Janick's leg. "Are you sure you 


want me to continue? Its quite a long tale, and you must be weary. 


"I'm very interested, and | want to hear everything you feel you can trust me with," Jan assured Falk, "But | 


must confess I'm a bit hungry.” 


Falk slapped himself on the forehead, "Of course!! As am |, now that | think of it, and I'm sure the others are 
as well. I'll fix a meal, and if you're willing, we can continue our talk later. Matthew, perhaps you will be good 
enough to give me a hand in the kitchen? | have become rather used to having help with the meals since 


Jan's arrival." He smiled. 


"Of course," Matthew had been half-sitting against the table but began to follow Falk from the room, pausing 
at the door to return to Janick's bedside. "Janick, you may not feel tired, but please try to rest" To Janick's 
surprise and pleasure, Matthew bent and kissed his forehead, then left the room, leaving the door open 


Jan was left to mull over what Falk had told him so far, knowing there was still a great deal more to learn to 
begin to fully understand these men but feeling both grateful for and honored by their trust. He didn't expect 
to sleep but dozed off to be awakened sometime later by a gentle touch on the shoulder. Matthew had pulled 
the chair up by the bedside, a bowl of stew in his hand. 


"Im sorry to wake you, but you did say you're hungry." 


The delicious smell of the food made Jan's stomach growl and, half asleep, he attempted to sit up in the bed, 
forgetting his injured leg. A jolt of pain reminded him. 


Matthew sat the bowl on the table and assisted Jan until he was sitting upright, folding the heavy sheepskin 


cover behind him to rest against. 


"Thank you.” Jan smiled at him, "But | hope you aren't straining your shoulder with all this activity." He took 
the bowl and began eating. 


Matthew slowly stretched his right arm and flexed his fingers, moving his wrist, "I'm mending very well. In 
fact, Falk believes that rapid healing may be one of the effects of my, er, condition. Neither Charles or | have 
been injured before, so we had no idea that it would make any difference, but other than a bit of stiffness and 


ache in the muscle, | am doing fine." 


| was concerned," Jan said between spoonful's, "that tracking me and, um.., walking with the injury may make 


it worse." 


Matthew smiled at Jan's awkwardness; it was, after all, a bit unusual for him to refer to Matthew walking 
using four legs. "It doesn't seem to have done any harm, though to tell the truth, my injury was the last 
thing on my mind when | realized you'd gone." 


Jan finished the stew, scraping the wooden bowl for every last bit. "I genuinely believed you would all feel 


you were well rid of me. | underestimated you all," he confessed. 


Matthew took the bowl, placing it on the table, then moved from the chair to sit on the edge of the bed, 
taking Jan's hand. "You underestimated yourself, dearest Jan," His voice was soft and earnest. "And | drove 
you away as surely as if | had chased you out the door with a poker. Let's not speak of it again, you are back 
now and that is the most important thing. And now you know how | feel about you." 


"And how | feel about you," jan said softly, feeling lost in the amber eyes mere inches from his own. 


Chapter Fourteen 


Chapter Fourteen 


Matthew was sitting on the bed next to Janick, grey twilight illuminating the room, sounds of the household 
from the other room providing a comfortable background murmur, but Janick was only aware of Matthew's 
closeness. The man smelled of fresh air with a faint hint of woodsmoke and when he moved closer, Jan knew 
he was going to kiss him. Again, the kiss was soft and loving, but beneath the gentleness was an unmistakable 
passion held firmly in check. 


"I wish..," Jan began, but Matthew shushed him with another quick kiss. 


"| know what you are going to say, because | feel it too. |, too, wish we could..." He let the sentence trail off 
with a smile, "But you will recover your mobility, and now we are in adjacent bedchambers so we can at least 
be close, to talk or... well, to talk" 


Jan felt a giggle rise to his lips and he had difficulty suppressing it, then asked a question that had been on his 


mind all afternoon. "Does Charles know..." 


Matthew nodded. "About how | feel about you? Yes. It's difficult for me to keep anything from him, he 
knows me so well. He didn't understand why | was acting so strangely, however, until the morning we 
discovered you'd left. | became frantic when we couldn't find you anywhere on the property. Charles is very 
intuitive, though he may seem brusque. He bears a heavy burden, heavier than mine, because the.., | guess 
you would call it instinct, is so much stronger in his blood. He knew about Pascal and me, so it wasn't difficult 


for him to figure everything out. You do not need to worry. No one in this house will disapprove of us." 
"But Atilla is a priest!" Jan exclaimed. 


Matthew shook his head, "He was a priest. | will leave it to Falk to tell you about Father Dorn, but trust me. 


After all, he understands that Charles and | are shapeshifters; he will certainly understand matters of love." 


The two talked, sitting close on the bed, hands entwined, as the light outside faded After some time, Falk 


came to the door, tapping on the frame and peeping in uncertainly. 
Matthew chuckled, "Come in! What did you expect we were doing?" 


Falk blushed, "One never knows," he grinned. "I've come for the empty bowl, and to ask if Janick would like 


some willow bark tea. l'm afraid it's the best | can offer as a painkiller." 


"Perhaps at bedtime," Jan suggested. "I anticipate it will be uncomfortable to try to sleep, especially if | have to 
lay with my leg immobile." 


Falk nodded, "I will bring some, after the evening meal. Roel is helping me in the kitchen, and Charles has gone 
to check the traps." At Matthew's expression, Falk reached out and touched his arm, "Only to check the traps, 


you need not fear he will wander." 
When Falk left, Jan said, "It must be a constant worry for you, if Charles can't control his, um, changes.” 


"Ill always worry about him, just as he worries about me, but it's only on rare occasions when the urge gets 
so strong he can't suppress it. And there are usually signs, a restlessness, an irritability. | expect | behave 


the same when the feeling comes upon me, but it's never so strong in me." 


Jan shook his head in wonder and admiration, "That you've both had to live with this... its remarkable! You are 


remarkable, Matthew," Jan looked at his companion. "You're the most amazing person I've ever known!" 


Falk returned within the hour with a bowl of broth for Janick and stew for Matthew, who hadn't left Jan's 


side. 
"Any chance of some ale to wash this down?" Jan asked, not really expecting Falk to agree. 


"Of course!" The man dashed from the room and returned with a tall pewter flagon of ale and three tall 
beakers, laying them out on the table and filling them with ale. Handing one to both Jan and Matthew and 
taking one for himself, Falk sat in the chair, paying no mind that Matthew was sitting in the bed at Jan's side. 


"I left my tale not even half told earlier today, so perhaps | should continue." Falk said. 
"Yes, please!" Jan was eager to learn more. 

Falk smiled, sipping his ale. "Let me see, where did | leave off?" 

"I believe you were telling me how you first met Father Dorn," Jan prompted. 


"Ah, yes! The Jesuit school at Bamberg! Father Dorn and | had parallel interests, you might say, and we 
found ourselves at the same section of the library almost daily, so naturally we began to talk. He was a 
fascinating man; still is, of course! Burning with passion about his particular interests. He was drawn to the 
old records the Church kept about supposed cases of vampirism, werewolves, Baba Yaga - all the old Slavic 
myths. These beliefs were severely repressed by the Church, of course, and anyone suspected of practicing 
the old ways or even believing in them faced the wrath of the Church elders. But Father Dorn was more 
progressive, he wanted to learn the origins of the tales and why they were so persistent amongst the 


peasants despite the strict disapproval of the Church. Since | was studying natural remedies and folk medicine, 


our paths intersected and we enjoyed many deep discussions, often meeting at the local alehouses and talking 


long into the night. 


Falk was smiling to himself and even Matthew, who must have heard the story many times, was watching, 


bemused, as Falk relived those days. 


"We became close friends, Father Dorn and |, but | had no idea what he was facing within the Church 
hierarchy. He wasn't always able to meet with me, he had business with the clergy and was often unable to 
get away, but he never spoke of it. | only learned by accident one day, overhearing two other priests talking 
as they walked in front of me across the square. | heard Father Dorn's name and pricked up my ears. They 
were speaking in hushed voices, but | overheard the words heresy, banned, and excommunication Everyone was 
used to my presence by this time, so they didn't think to watch their words around me, but very few knew of 
my friendship with Father Dorn. | started listening more closely to the conversations around me after that" 


Jan was engrossed, hanging onto every word of the story, thinking of the man who had shown him more 
kindness and understanding than his own father had ever done. "But why? What had he done to anger the 
Church?" 


Falk shook his head sadly. "It took me some time to find out, as | didn't feel | could ask Father Dorn himself. I'd 
made up my mind to stay in Bamberg over the winter, to wait for an order of books I'd requested from 
Venice which had been delayed. And also, | had grown fond of Father Dorn and enjoyed his company, so was in 
no hurry to return to Heidelberg. And, as winter approached, | chanced to hear more half-whispered gossip 


about my friend” 


Falk fell silent, seemingly lost in thought, but Jan didn't press him to continue. After several moments, he spoke 
again. "Father Dorn is an intelligent man, and he is also an outspoken, forward-thinking man. Such men have 
always alarmed the church. | learned my friend was not merely researching folk traditions in the library, he 
was also publicly challenging how harshly the Church dealt with people they suspected of holding pagan beliefs. 
The punishments were harsh, including fines which the poor peasants couldn't afford, and if the fines weren't 
paid, public flogging was the norm. Atilla was incensed over this, and he made his opinions known. The Father 
General and some of the Rectors were alarmed by Atilla's criticisms and were seeking to cast him from the 


order, even excommunicate him." 


Falk sighed. "I knew nothing of this. We would meet, have long discussions and debates, but he never spoke of 
the troubles he was facing. We grew engrossed in our discussions, and it opened up a new avenue of interest 
for me. The folk beliefs and superstitions he was exploring tied directly to my own studies of folk medicine; 
they were very much intertwined” 


Falk got up, moving about the room. Jan hadn't noticed their arrival, but Roel and Charles were also present 
now, Charles lounging in the doorway and Roel sitting cross legged near the foot of the bed. Relating these 


events caused Falk to relive them, and he was growing agitated. 


"I knew nothing of the trial until the very day it took place! | chanced to hear someone mention in passing that 
“that heretic, Atilla Dorn" had been called to appear before the council of elders. The Father Provincial himself 
was present, as were two bishops. As soon as | realized what was happening, | rushed to the hall where it was 
taking place, but wasn't allowed to enter. | waited all day, and in the late evening the monks were starting to 


leave. | stopped one whom | knew slightly and asked what had happened" 


Falk smiled now, his eyes bright, "This man was sympathetic to Atilla, and he told me how bravely and proudly 
my friend had stated his case. He had used parables and quotes from the Bible, never giving up on his 
argument that the folk beliefs were not evil, they were a cultural tradition that should be encouraged and kept 
dive. That punishing a people for the culture they had followed for hundreds, perhaps thousands, of years is 
wrong and outdated and that efforts should be made to understand the origins of these beliefs and traditions. 
But," Falk sank into the chair again, "It was to no avail. Atilla Dorn was stripped of his standing in the Church 


and though not excommunicated, was exiled from the Jesuit order." 


"So," Falk spread his hands, "Atilla left Bamberg, and | went with him. By this time, | was fully convinced that 
he was right, that these traditions and beliefs were based on something, and we both wanted to study it 


further, and to learn more." 


Falk stood, seeming exhausted by telling the story. "It is late, my friends. There is much, much more to tell, 
but Atilla will return in two or three days, and he can tell it all so much better than |. Are you in any pain, 


Janick?" 


Jan wasn't, he felt only a deep ache now that his leg was immobile, so Falk and the others left the room, 


bidding them goodnight. Matthew, however, stayed. 


"This story of how Falk and Atilla met; you must have heard it many times, but its fascinating to me," Jan 


commented. 


‘| never tire of hearing it" Matthew confessed, "although there is still much to tell, including how Charles and 
myself and Roel met Falk and Father Dorn. But | will let one of them tell you, it isn't something | can easily 


talk about. Are you tired, dear Janick? | should leave you to rest” 


"I am not especially tired, but you can go to your bed if you wish. Would that this bed was a bit larger, and 


you wouldn't have to leave my side!" 


Matthew was warm and solid at Jan's side, and their hands were still intertwined. He looked at Jan. "I don't 


have to leave. | am quite happy right here. In fact, | have never been happier." 


Jan smiled, warmth filling him, a kind of contentment that he couldn't remember ever having experienced 
before. "Neither have |," he said softly. He moved slightly toward Matthew and Matthew correctly read the 
signs, leaning to meet Jan's lips. It began as a soft kiss, and both men intended for it to remain so, but an 


unexpected hunger seemed to sweep over them, and the kiss intensified. Matthew cupped Jan's cheek and at 


his touch Jan moved closer, his arm slipping around Matthew, pulling him closer. Matthew was lying on Jan's 


right, so his uninjured arm drew Jan closer as the kiss grew hungrier and more intense. 


After what seemed like hours, although it was just a few minutes, they drew apart, gasping. "Dear God, 
Matthew," Jan breathed, "I feel like doing things with you that I've only heard about in bawdy songs and 


soldier's tales!" 


Matthew smiled, the look in his eye telling Jan he was having the same thoughts. "This man you mentioned, 
the one you lost in the bandits attack," He ventured. "What sort of things did you do?" 


"Not much, to be honest," Jan smiled. "I only knew him for a few weeks. We would do.. what you and | did 
that night. And once or twice he..." Jan flushed and looked down in embarrassment, "he would take me into his 


mouth." Jan's voice was almost inaudible, but Matthew heard. 


"And did you do the same for him?" Matthew, too, was somewhat uncomfortable talking about this, but he 
wanted to know everything. 


Jan was still unable to meet Matthew's eyes. He just nodded. "Once." Then he looked up. "When you were with 
Pascal, was it like that?" 


Matthew smiled, pulling Jan closer. "We were young, and were together for two years. We did... everything.’ 


Jan looked directly at Matthew now. "I want to do everything with you! | don't know how, and | know | can't 


now, with my leg as it is, but we will one day, won't we?" 


Matthew's eyes were bright, only inches from Jan's. "Oh, yes!" He kissed Jan again, speaking between the 
kisses, "We absolutely willl" 


The kisses became torrid, and Jan felt swept away, moving his lips along Matthew's jaw, along his neck, his 
hands pulling Matthew closer, feeling the other man return the kisses and slide his hand down to Jan's waist. 
Once again they separated, but they each knew there was no going back now. Matthew got up and quietly 
closed the door. The candle was guttering out, but they didn't care. Returning to the bed, Matthew paused to 
slip off his shirt. 


Jan could see even in the dim light that Matthew was aroused through his tight-fitting doeskin trousers, and 
he was vividly conscious that he was as well. Matthew started to unlace Jan's shirt, but Jan was in a hurry 
now and simply pulled it off over his head. Jan had always been somewhat self-conscious of his slender build 
and pale, almost hairless chest but as Matthew sat on the edge of the bed and reached out, sliding his hand 
down Jan's chest to his stomach, the expression on his face told him that Matthew found him desirable. 
Matthew followed his hand with kisses to Jan's neck, chest, and stomach, and Jan ran his fingers through the 
long auburn hair, unable to stop himself from touching the other man, his hands sliding across the well-defined 
muscles of his shoulders and back. 


Matthews’ kisses reached lower and lower on Jan's taut stomach and he unlaced the tie on Jan's trousers, 


though not yet slipping them down. 


"Come up here," Jan murmured urgently, "I have to kiss youl" He felt he would surely die if he couldn't kiss 
Matthew that very second, and Matthew complied, though he left his hand lying on Jan's lower stomach. He 
lay partially across Jan, and they were lost in fervent kisses again, but Jan could feel Matthew's fingers slip 
beneath the waist of his pants. He moved his hips involuntarily, feeling the hardness of the other man against 
his hip, and a low, breathy moan escaped him. He moved again, deliberately pushing against Matthew, and he 
heard Matthew's breath catch. 


"Janick." Matthew breathed, sliding down Jan's body and fully unfastening his pants. Jan lay back, his senses 
taking him over, as he felt warm fingers close around him and begin to move. Then he jumped, almost crying 
out as he felt the moist heat of Matthew's mouth engulf him. He wanted desperately to move his leg against 
the hardness he felt now against it, but it was immobilized, so he let the sensations take him over, feeling 
tension building. When Brunon had done this, it had taken Jan completely by surprise and it had been over far 
too quickly, but Matthew was moving slowly and drawing it out so the buildup Jan was feeling was almost 


torture. 


Mathew released him for just a moment, letting his tongue slide over Jan's balls, even taking one into his 
mouth, and it took every bit of effort Jan possessed not to cry out and climax immediately. His head tossed 
from side to side, his fingers clutching Matthew's hair, and when Matthew again closed his mouth around him, 
Jan's hips raised and he reached his peak, spiraling out of control, his body jerking spasmodically. 


He lay completely spent as Matthew raised up, kissing his cheek, but Jan knew by the man's labored breathing 
that he was incredibly aroused. He slid his hand between them, not bothering to unlace Matthew's breeches 
but feeling his way through the wiry hair to clasp his hand around the rigid heat. Matthew drew his breath 


in through his teeth and closed his eyes, then quickly unlaced his own pants, allowing Jan free rein. 


Jan desperately wanted to return what Matthew had just done for him but, with his leg immobilized, he 
couldn't, so he focused on moving his hand in the way he, himself, knew felt best. He kissed Matthew, who 
returned the kisses with deeper intensity as the tension in his body mounted, his tongue probing Jan's mouth 
and Jan sucked on the tongue, wishing it were another part of Matthew's anatomy, his hand moving faster and 


faster until with a stiffening of his body and inarticulate groan, he felt Matthew spill himself into his hand. 
They lay together, time having ceased to exist, regaining their breath and allowing their bodies to recuperate 
from the intensity. After a while, Matthew kissed Jan softly. "I feel | cannot move, but | should go to my 


own bed. While the others may know how we feel, we owe it to them not to be too blatant” 


Jan agreed, "Yes, | feel that way too. | respect everyone too much to flaunt this, but, my love, | hope we will 


find opportunities to do this again." 


"We will, "Matthew assured him with a kiss. "Many opportunities.” 


Chapter Fifteen 


Jan awoke bleary and disoriented from a deep sleep, hazy half-dreams of Matthew filling his mind. They had 
both been deliberately avoiding one subject, a subject neither of them wanted to think about, but once he was 
fully awake, Jan knew they couldn't ignore it forever. Jan was only here for the winter; in spring, he was 
obligated to return to his father's estate far to the north. And that would mean leaving Matthew. Jan lay 
awake, entertaining daydreams of returning to this idyllic hideaway one day, or, better yet never leaving, but 
he had an inborn sense of duty that made him feel that this would be impossible. His siblings would be none 
the wiser now that they believed him lost or dead. His sisters had their own homes and families, and his 
brother was safely ensconced at a diplomatic post in the army, but what of his father? They had never been 
close, the Baron was a cold and distant man, but Janick felt a loyalty to him and to the estate that he felt he 


would be a coward to simply throw away. 


His distressing thoughts were interrupted by a soft tap on the doorframe and Falk peeped in, smiling when he 


saw that Jan was awake. 


"Good morning!" Falk was, as always, full of vitality and good cheer. "Did you rest well? Are you in any 
pain?" 


Jan hitched himself higher against the pillow. "I slept very well. The leg is stiff, and it aches, but if | don't 


move it, its not terribly painful." 

Falk nodded, coming in to adjust the bolster beneath the injured leg. "I believe that soon it will be safe for you 
to move about a bit with a walking crutch, if you do not put weight on the leg. The bones should begin to knit 
immediately.” 

"Good," Jan smiled, "because if | had to lie here for weeks on end | would surely go mad!" Falk then asked if he 
preferred porridge or leftover stew for breakfast and, after Jan chose porridge, he left to finish preparing 
breakfast. 

Before Jan could fall back into morose thoughts, though, Matthew appeared at the door. 

"Good morning, my love," Jan greeted him softly, and Matthew came in to place a kiss on Jan's forehead. 


‘I'd give you a proper kiss, only | wouldn't be able to stop," he smiled. "How are you feeling?" 


Jan repeated what he'd told Falk, adding that Matthew didn't have to feel he had to stay with Jan all day. "l 
know you have work to do with the hides and everything," he told him, "And now that your shoulder is healing, 


you must be anxious to get back to your usual routine.” 


‘I'm anxious to spend as much time with you as possible," Matthew smiled, "but you are right, of course. Falk 


doesn't want me splitting wood or hunting yet, not for a while, but there is a great deal to be done and | 


should help as much as possible." 


‘I've been curious about something," Jan said, reminded by Matthew's words. "When you and Charles go out 


hunting, are you.. | mean, how is it done?" 


Matthew knew what Jan was trying to ask "We leave the house as men, but if we find prey, we can 
transform. It's not pleasant to hunt as a wolf, it can be dangerous and messy, but it's efficient. Unlike true 
wolves, we know how to kill an animal mercifully and quickly and we also know our limitations, never hunting too 


far afield or taking great risks, unless an unusually strong urge is upon us." 
"As it was with Charles, the night you were shot?" Jan guessed, 


Matthew nodded. "It happens less and less frequently as we get older, and | haven't had an uncontrollable 
episode in a long time. It's always been more difficult for Charles, but he's trained himself to handle it well.” 


Falk came in then with Janick's breakfast, and Matthew left with him to assist him with the kitchen and 
household chores, leaving Janick with his thoughts. Worried that they might turn morose again, he called out, 
asking if Falk had anything for him to read to occupy his mind. Somewhat to his surprise, Falk brought him a 
book he said was from his personal collection, a worn but finely bound copy of Johnathan Swift's Gulliver's 
Travels. One of Jan's tutors had required him to read it, but that had been over I2 years ago, so he quickly 
found himself engrossed in the story again 


Matthew came into Jan's room periodically throughout the day, as did Falk. Falk brought in a noon meal, but 
when he came back for the empty bowl he appeared a bit subdued. 


"The weather's turning bad," Falk said, in answer to Jan's query. "The wind has shifted to the north and there 
are clouds building over the mountains. If Father Dorn doesn't leave Opole today at the latest, he may run into 
snow. He will be carrying a heavy pack and pulling a small sled laden with supplies. | fear my weather forecast 
was overly optimistic." 


Jan did his best to assure Falk that Atilla was an intelligent man and if he saw any indication of bad weather 
he wouldn't take any risks, but after Falk left the room, Jan realized something that should have been obvious 
before, and would have been, if he hadn't been preoccupied with Matthew. Falk not only loved Atilla, he was 
plainly in love with the man! There was no way to know if their relationship had the same physical element as 
his and Matthew's, but Jan told himself, it didn't matter. Having heard the story of the two men's meeting, he 
was happy that, whatever else they had endured, they had one another. 


That evening Jan asked Falk if he could eat the evening meal with the others in the main hall, and after 
checking his leg and retying the splints, Falk acquiesced. Roel had fashioned a crutch from a piece of green 
wood and, using the crutch and with Matthew at his side, Jan made his way slowly out to the warmth of the 
larger room. Charles looked up quickly and Jan knew it was to check that his brother wasn't overtaxing his 
arm by supporting Jan's weight. 


‘Surprised to see you moving about, so soon," Roel said. "The crutch is the right height for you?" 


Roel was becoming more communicative now that the men had let Jan into their fold, and Jan gave the bald 


mana smile. “Its just right, thank you." 


Roel acknowledged Jan's words with a quick smile and went back to something he was carving. The dinner 
conversation went much as usual, talk of hunting and various topics concerning the home, but Jan was aware 
of Falk's distracted looks toward the window, where a light dusting of snow was softly hitting the pane. 


Charles was aware, too, of Falk's concerns, and after he and Roel cleared the table, he sat back down. "Come, 
Falk! You've not said anything, but we know you are worrying about Father Dorn's safe return You must 
have more faith in Father Dorn. He will not risk travel in poor weather. Let's take your mind from your 


worry, shall we? Don't you think it's time Janick heard how you met Matthew and |? 


The suggestion had the desired effect. Falk looked to the two brothers. "Are you both certain you want to 
speak of this?" 


Charles nodded with a half shrug, "We've made the decision that there will be no more secrets. If Janick 
knows the story of you and Father Dorn, he should hear our story as well." 


Falk nodded. “All right, then" He looked at Jan. "When you first met us, | know you suspected that we were 
outlaws. It's an understandable conclusion for you to make, and what | tell you now will reveal that you 


weren't terribly far from the truth." 


Roel brought out the ale and Falk paused as they all poured some. "When Father Dorn left Bamberg, | followed, 
catching up with him on the road. He tried to convince me not to join him, but as you can see, he didn't 
succeed." Falk smiled. "Atilla had no intention of leaving his studies. Defrocking him and forcing him from the 
Order only made him more determined than ever. We met up at an inn a day's journey from Bamberg and 
talked long into the night, ultimately deciding that we would pool our resources. We both wanted to learn the 
sources for both folk beliefs and folk medicine, and because we got on well together, we joined forces." Falk 


stopped for a long drink from his beaker of ale. 
"This was a year or two before you found us, wasn't it, Falk?" Charles asked. 


Falk swallowed, nodding. "Yes. Atilla and | journeyed far. At first we hoped the information we sought would be 
available at the great libraries - Herzog, Wiblingen, and even further afield. We visited Florence, a journey that 
took us several months, but it was all in vain. The information we needed was only to be gained from the 
people themselves. So, we returned to this area. Hungary, Romania, Germany - this is the origin of the tales 


that fascinate us." 


Falk paused, again looking at the brothers, and at Roel as well. “Tales the peasants tell are deeply rooted in 
ancient belief. Pre-Christian belief, which is why the subject upsets the Church so much. We felt that there 
is more than legend to these creatures: the Strigoi and Moroi, the Rusalka, the Leshy, Baba Yaya. And, of 
course, the werewolves. The more remote the region, the stronger the old beliefs, so we visited small, out of 
the way villages, sitting in the Inns and taverns, listening to the locals talk. Atilla is very good at subtly 
steering a conversation to the subject he wants to learn about." 


"Many times, of course, we heard only of the local superstitions. The people believed strongly in these things, 
but they didn't know why they believed as they did. But occasionally we got lucky. We would find a village 
elder or an old wise-woman, and though it took a while to gain their trust, they would tell us of things their 
parents and grandparents had taught them. Weather lore, healing practices, and sometimes stories they 
claimed they learned firsthand from someone who had witnessed something unusual. Disturbed graves, for 
instance, where it was believed the undead were buried. Corpses were said to be bloated with blood when they 
were dug up. People who claimed that they glimpsed water spirits they called a Vodyanoy, or that they or 


knew someone who was pulled into the water and drowned by a Rusalka" 
Roel nodded, "When | was a small child | was told these things. We were terrified of certain ponds or lakes." 


Falk nodded. "The belief was firm and unshakable, though Atilla and | knew that there were natural explanations 
for some of the occurrences we heard of. But in all our travels, we had yet to hear of any firsthand 


accounts of werewolves. Until we were passing southwest of Frankfort" 


Falk paused, looking from Charles to Matthew. "We were staying at an inn there, drinking in the tavern, when 
we overheard a group of men talking excitedly about the capture of two werewolves in a small town a day's 
journey to the west. Naturally, we were intrigued. Atilla bought the men a few rounds of drinks, eventually 
learning more details. Two of the men were wagon masters journeying from Saarbrucken and had spent the 
previous night in a village where the entire population was in terror. It seemed two young men had been 


accused of killing a man while in werewolf form." 


Falk again looked at the two brothers, and Jan followed his glance. Charles was tense, his eyes ablaze, but 
Matthew's head was bowed. Jan reached for Matthew's hand and the other man gripped his hand like a 


drowning man. Jan felt that his lover was trembling. 


"Stop," Jan spoke up. "I don't need to hear the rest. | can see that Charles and Matthew are very upset. 


They were the two men accused, weren't they?" 
Matthew didn't reply, but Charles nodded. "You need to hear it all, Janick Please go on, Falk” 


Falk nodded slowly. “All right, but please stop me if it becomes too difficult” He took a breath. "You are 
right, Janick. Atilla and | wanted to learn more, so we traveled to this village. It was just as the wagon men 
had said. The village was small, only a few hundred people, but no one was on the streets when we arrived. 


Doors were closed, windows locked; it was like an empty town. Then we heard a murmur of voices.” 


Falk paused, his eyes looking back, remembering the scene. “Everyone was in the village square. Hundreds of 
people. We tried to ask what was happening, but people saw that we were strangers and just crossed 
themselves and turned away. Atilla is a formidable man, he can be quite intimidating, and he forced a path for 
us through the crowd. As we got closer we saw that there was a scaffold constructed. The elders of the 
village were gathered around, as well as a priest. And on the scaffold, ropes already around their necks, were 
two young men" Falk paused, looking into Jan's eyes. "Matthew and Charles." 


Jan felt his heart freeze, although he had already guessed this. He tightened his grip on Matthew's hand. 


"We were accused of murder," Charles spoke up, his voice quiet but firm. "People had always mistrusted us, 
ever since we'd come to the village as children. They called our mother a witch, and they had heard rumors 
of our grandfather. A shepherd was found mauled to death in the fields, killed by wolves. People became 
hysterical, pointing fingers at us, the outsiders, the sons of the witch, the grandsons of a man they had all 
heard was a werewolf. They stormed our house and..." he swallowed, "when our mother tried to stop them, 


they.. they killed her!" 
"Dear God" Jan breathed. "But why? Why were they so sure it was you?" 


"The man who was killed was a friend of ours." Charles said. "He was last seen with one of us, before he 


disappeared." 


It was Pascal," Matthew spoke up, his voice thick with emotion. He raised his head, first looking at Falk, then 
at Jan. "He and | had been together, then he went to the higher pastures to gather the sheep to bring them 
in for shearing. People saw us walking together when | walked with him to the edge of the fields. Two days 
later he hadn't returned, and his family went out to search. They found him.. torn apart." 


Silence fell in the room, broken only by the faint sound of sleet-like snow against the window and the crackle of 


the burning logs in the fireplace. 


"Because Matthew and Charles were outsiders, and because the family had a reputation, they were 
immediately accused and arrested by the council of elders." Falk took up the story again. 


"And because some of the people suspected that Pascal and | were..more than friends," Matthew broke in. He 
was looking at Janick, his eyes moist with tears. "They didn't know, but they suspected." 


Falk was nodding. "That played into it, for certain. The boys' mother was ill, | believe she had some lung 
ailment from what the brothers have told me, and when the mob came to arrest them she tried to block the 
door against them. She was roughly shoved aside, and struck her head on the flagstones of the hearth." Falk 
sighed "The brothers were taken, and when they didn't confess they were flogged. When they still didn't 


confess, they were sentenced to be hanged" 


Jan was horrified. He had known that there was something Matthew had held back from him, but he hadn't 
expected anything like this. He felt his eyes prick with tears of empathy, and looked at his beloved. Matthew's 


eyes were on him, almost as though he was expecting Jan to judge him and shun him, but Jan felt an even 
deeper surge of love for him. He closed his other hand around Matthew's, holding his hand with both of his, 
and saw something soften in Matthew's eyes. Even now, Jan realized Matthew was afraid of Janick rejecting 


him. Nothing was further from Jan's mind. 


"Atilla was magnificent that day," Falk said, his eyes shining with the memory. "He still had the demeanor and 
manner of the priest he had been, and he strode into the midst of this group of superstitious, backward men 
with an air of authority equal to the Pope himself! ‘What do you think you are doing? he demanded, using his 
voice to its full effect. ‘On whose authority are you hanging these men? He launched into a barrage of Biblical 
references then, getting right into the faces of these self-righteous idiots, demanding the release of the 
prisoners, berating the village elders, and reprimanding the old priest as though he had the full backing of the 
church behind him!" 


Charles was looking into the distance, and Matthew was still clasping Jan's hand. After a moment, Charles 
spoke. "When | heard the commotion, | thought it was the end. Then we saw this powerful man charging 
toward the scaffold, with you, Falk, behind him, looking determined and intent. We thought Father Dorn was a 
priest sent by the diocese, and we knew the Church would be thrilled to see us hanged, especially when the 
whole village was crying out for our blood. But no, Father Dorn marched right up and removed the noose 
from our necks, all the while shouting verses from Matthew T and Proverbs 2l, talking about judgement and 
false pride, using a voice so powerful the local priest fell to his knees! | think everyone thought Father Dorn 
was from the Diocese, because when he and Falk marched us out of the village, our hands still tied behind us, 


not a single person questioned them or attempted to challenge us." 


Falk took over the tale. "We'd arrived with a train of wagons transporting goods, and we bought one of the 
wagons from a merchant, planning to investigate this incident then travel on to France to look into rumors of 
Lycanthropy there. We never thought we would need to escape in a hurry, but were certainly glad of the 


means to do sol" 


Matthew looked up, "Our mother knew that we didn't kill Pascal; she knew neither of us had left the house 
because she's taken a bad turn and we were taking turns nursing her. The elders probably knew she would be 


a witness, so perhaps her fall wasn't the accident it appeared to be." 


"Of course, you didn't kill him!" Jan exclaimed. "| would never believe either of you is capable of taking a 


human life, no matter what form you are in!" 
"Genuine wolves no doubt attacked the sheep, and Pascal was killed trying to defend the flock," Charles said. "If 
it had been anyone else, the villagers would have accepted it as that, but we were there, convenient 


scapegoats." 


‘| am so sorry," Jan said, meaning it with every bit of his soul. 


So, in a way, we are all outlaws," Falk said with a half shrug. "We illegally helped two prisoners to escape. | 
have no doubt that the authorities soon learned that Atilla and | had no authority to free prisoners who were 
accused of murder and lycanthropy. It took place hundreds of miles from here, but we cannot afford to relax 


our guard. This is why we have been so secretive, Janick." 


| understand completely, and am honored by your trust," Jan assured them, holding each of their eyes as he 
looked around the table. His gaze rested on Roel. "And you, Roel? How did you meet everyone?” 


"|," Roel met his gaze evenly, "am also an escapee. My family were farmers near Gyor, when | was born, but 
there was a famine, and | was the only survivor. | was taken to the city, to a foundling's home. When | was 
twelve, about thirty boys my age were recruited by a man who offered us a home, food, and told us we could 
go our own way at age 25 if we worked on his farms until then. We had no choice, so we went” Roel stopped 


talking abruptly. 


"The farm was a virtual prison," Falk said. "The boys were treated as slaves, and many died from ill 
treatment. Roel ran away, and was living in the wild when we found him. By that time, we were looking for a 
safe place to settle, a place where we could live our lives in peace. We four were returning to Poland when we 
became aware that we were being followed on the road. Our provisions were going missing little by little, so 
one night Matthew and Charles hid themselves and lay in wait by our camp." 


Roel gave a rare grin. "They caught me, sure enough, and I'd been living wild for quite some time, so | was 
too weak to put up a fight. When Father Dorn learned of my situation, he told me that | now have a home for 


as long as | want." 


"And your only loss was your hair," Charles grinned. "It was so matted and tangled we had to shave your 


head, and you've been shaving it ever since!" 


"| like it this way!" Roel declared, giving Charles a mock glare. 


Matthew had stayed with Jan for a while after he returned to his bedchamber, somewhat subdued. Jan 
thought he knew why. 


"Do you think | feel differently about you, knowing you were accused of murder and are in hiding? Because | do 


not. Remember, | know your deeper secret!" 


Matthew had been sitting on the edge of Jan's bed after assisting him to lie down. He looked up with a quiet 
smile. "| always worry, my love. It seems unbelievable that you care for me, and you learn more unpleasant 


truths about me each day." 


‘More importantly than any of this," Jan assured him, taking his hand, "I know beyond doubt that you are a 


good man!" 


Matthew was moved by Jan's assurances, but sensing that Jan had a lot to comprehend, he left for his own 
bedroom after sharing a soft kiss. Though he was tired, Jan's mind was a whirlwind. Everything he had learned 
seemed to chase through his mind, and at the bottom was always the unspoken question What would he do 


when spring arrived, and it was time to leave? 


Chapter Sixteen 


Chapter Sixteen 
Chapter Sixteen 


Jan managed a fitful sleep, made uncomfortable by his being unable to move one leg, his sleep filled with 
disjoined images and half-formed fears. The grey light of dawn was just showing through the window when he 
gave up and hitched himself upright with a sigh. He reached for the book he had been reading the previous 
day, but at that moment there was a soft footfall and Matthew appeared in the doorway. 


"I thought | heard you stirring," he gave a gentle smile and entered the room. 


| haven't been able to sleep well," Jan confessed, shifting to the side and making room for Matthew in the bed. 


"My mind won't let me rest." 


Matthew quietly slid in next to Janick, pulling the cover over them both and slipping an arm around Janick "| 
can only imagine how difficult it is to absorb everything you've heard," Matthew's eyes were sympathetic as 
he looked at Jan, who nestled into his side. 


"It isn’t just that," Jan sought words to explain. "Oddly enough, | can accept that you and Charles are 
shapeshifters and everything else I've been told. If I'd heard these things a year ago | would have laughed and 
dismissed it without a second thought, but l'm here. I've seen these things with my own eyes. No, l'm just 
worried about the future." Jan sighed. 


Matthew's fingers were stroking lightly through Jan's tangled waves. "I try not to think too much about the 
future," he admitted. "Perhaps this is cowardly of me, but my future has always been uncertain." 


"As has mine, to a certain extent," Jan said. "My brother renounced his claims to my father's estate to join 


the army, so l'm the heir, and I've never known what my father has planned for me. | still don't.” 


Matthew leaned in and placed a soft kiss on Jan's brow. "I understand. You are bound by family loyalty. If you 
were not..." Matthew tightened his arm around Jan, "I would ask you; no, | would beg you to stay with me. | 
have no right to do that anyway, | have no right to ask you to spend your life like this. We are fugitives, and 
we live in the wilderness far from any comforts of conveniences that you are accustomed to, and as for 


Charles and |, we never know if one day we will be discovered for what we are." 
Janick felt unshed tears burning his eyes. Matthew understood the turmoil he was going through exactly. 
"If | was free from any obligations, you would not have to ask me to stay! | would ask for nothing more in life 


than to be with youl" Jan faced Matthew, reaching out to touch his face. "No matter where | go or what | do 
in life, | will never be happy without youl” 


"Jan." Matthew made a choked sound and drew Jan in closer, tighter, kissing his brow and face, then his lips. 
"Let's not talk of your ever leaving here; let's not even think of it! Let's just savor every moment we have 


now!" 


Jan couldn't answer, he just nodded, trailing kisses along Matthew's jawline and stroking his fingers through his 
strangely soft goatee. He gladly let his worries be swept away by Matthew's touch as his lover showered him 
with kisses, unlacing the neck of his tunic and trailing his lips down Jan's neck and chest. Jan felt every nerve 
tingle and lifted Matthew's shirt, pulling it over his head. Remembering Matthew's reaction during their first 
encounter, he found a rigid nipple with his tongue, loving the sound as Matthew drew his breath in through his 
teeth with a hiss. 


"How | wish we could do everything," Jan murmured against the warm skin. "I want to give myself to you, | 


want to feel that we are one!" 


Matthew was lying full length against Jan now, both still wearing their breeches but nothing else, and at Jan's 
words, he moaned. "I want that too, my love! | want that more than | can say. Perhaps..perhaps there is a 
way.." his words trailed off as Jan's hand reached down, cupping him, causing him to instinctively arch into the 


touch. 


Jan had liberated Matthew from his pants by now, even as Matthew was slipping his hand beneath the waist 


of Jan's pants. "Move...move up, love. Move to where | can reach youl” 


Matthew knew what Jann wanted and moved accordingly, half sitting as Jan slid down a bit and moved to 
where he could find Matthew with his mouth. He had only done this once before, on one of the last encounters 
he'd had with Brunon, and he didn't know how to do it properly, he only knew he had to taste Matthew. Letting 
instinct take over, he explored Matthew's length with his lips and tongue, tasting the excitement of the other 
man, losing himself in the sensations and feeling his own excitement reach a fever pitch. He wanted to reach 


down and touch himself, then Matthew spoke. 

"Stop," Matthew's voice was strained, "stop, or it will all be over! And | don't want it to be over!" 

Matthew, being more mobile than Jan, quickly moved to where he could reciprocate, slipping Jan's breeches 
down and off. The cold air of the room was quickly replaced by the heat of Matthews's mouth and Jan's 


mouth opened with a silent cry as his hips spasmed. 


After what seemed only a moment, Matthew raised his head, his eyes meeting Jan's. "Do you mean it, that 


you want us to...” 
Jan was nodding frantically, "God, yes! Matthew, please!" 


Matthew returned to his task, but now his fingers crept lower, between Jan's legs, caressing the balls then 
venturing further still. Jan jumped a little at the unfamiliar sensation, but Matthew was slow and patient, using 


his saliva to gradually prepare Janick even as he distracted him by continuing to pleasure him with his mouth. 


Jan was relaxed now, though he was so aroused he felt that the next touch of Matthew's tongue would surely 
be too much to handle. He trusted Matthew implicitly and barely noticed the first tentative breach, though 
when Matthew added a second finger Jan felt a slight sting. Matthew sensed it and pulled his mouth off, 
instead using his tongue to trace lightly along Jan's hardness, until Jan no longer noticed anything but his 


almost unbearable excitement. 
Matthew looked up even as he let his tongue trail along Jan's length, "If you want me to stop, please tell me." 


"No, never stop," Jan breathed. He felt Matthew raise back up to his level in the bed, then gently turn him 
onto his side, his hand immediately encircling Jan as he pressed in close behind him. Jan felt the heat of 
Matthew, then felt the strange but oddly pleasant sensation of entry. There was almost no pain, just an 
unaccustomed fullness, then with a stifled groan, Matthew began to move, moving his hand on Jan in rhythm. 


It took every shred of effort for Jan not to moan with every stroke. It didn't take long until he felt Matthew 
tremble, and the hand around him tightened, slowing the strokes even as Matthew's body movements slowed 


and became more deliberate. 


"Ah, God, Janick.." Matthew murmured, and his free hand grasped Jan's hip as Jan felt him shudder, then 
stiffen. It was all too much. Stars swirled in Jan's mind, and he thrust into Matthew's hand, finishing with an 
intensity that he could barely comprehend. 


They lay still, Matthew's arms encircling Jan, Jan's broken leg resting awkwardly atop his other leg, then 


Matthew reached down and pulled the cover over them. He placed a kiss on Jan's shoulder. 
"We belong together, and now we are a part of each other, no matter what." 
Jan closed his hand over Matthew's. "We will always be a part of each other." 


Contentedly, he snuggled back against Matthew, but after several minutes, conscious that dawn was breaking 
and the household would soon be stirring, they had to move apart and dress. Matthew opened the door, the 
residual heat of the main house warming the room somewhat. They lay on top of the covers now, still holding 
one another, enjoying the closeness, not speaking because somehow words felt inadequate after what they had 


experienced. 


If the other members of the household noticed anything different in Janick's or Matthew's manner that day, 
they didn't make it known. Both Jan and Matthew were, if anything, more quiet and solemn that day, each 
preoccupied with the ramifications of what they had consummated that morning. Though Matthew hadn't been 
raised in a strictly religious household, he and Charles's mother had attended church but followed the old 
beliefs, both he and Jan believed strongly that the act they had engaged in meant they were now bound to one 
another, and they both knew that, despite this, it was seemingly impossible for them to remain together. They 
were both torn between the love they had found and trepidation for the future. 


By evening, the icy sleet that had abated during the day started falling again, and Falk was noticeably on edge. 
They all knew that he was torn with worry over Atilla journeying in such weather, and they each tried in their 
own way to distract him. A seldom used chess board was brought out and Charles challenged Falk to a match. 
Roel sat near the fire carving busily on various bits of wood, and Matthew and Jan sat close on the long board 
seat of the table, watching the game. Charles mentioned that Falk had taught him the game shortly after they 
first settled here, but that night Charles won two out of three matches due to Falk's distraction. 


"He will be all right," Roel patted Falk's shoulder before he left the main house for his cabin. "Do not 


underestimate Father Dorn" 


Jan made his way to his room with the crutch, followed by Matthew after the latter banked the fires, but 
although they lay together for a time in Jan's bed and shared a few chaste kisses, Matthew reluctantly left 


for his own room. 
"Goodnight, love," Janick told him as he got up to leave. "I wish that you could stay with me, but.." 


Matthew smiled, his eyes teasing. "But you are a little sore." He laughed at Jan's embarrassed look, "Not to 
worry, love. There is plenty of time. But neither of us slept well last night, so | should sleep in my own bed 
tonight." 


"Matthew..." Jan stopped him in the doorway, "Is there really reason for Falk to be concerned about Atilla?" 


Matthew took a breath and shook his head, "I don't think so; at least, not yet. He is not that long overdue; at 
the earliest, he would have returned today, and the weather will naturally have slowed him down. Falk always 
worries because they have been through many dangerous situations together. If he does not arrive home by 


tomorrow evening, Charles and | will try to find him." 
"Track him, you mean?" 


"Something like that. There will be no scent from his journey out, it's been several days, and the trail is 
covered with fresh snow, but we know the path he would have taken and we can search faster if we 
transform." Matthew returned to the bed and gave Jan a kiss on the forehead. "I'm sure none of that will be 


necessary. Sleep well, my love." 
Jan didn't expect to, but soon after Matthew left he fell into a deep sleep. 


It was still deep in the night when Jan was awakened by the sound of activity in the house. His room was 
closest to the main hall, and he could hear the murmur of voices and the sounds of the fire being stoked. Just 


as he was sitting up in bed, Matthew came to the door. 


"Father Dorn is home safe!" Relief was evident in his voice. "He arrived a short while ago, and we've been filling 


him in on everything that's happened while he was in Opole." 


Just then Charles also stuck his head in the room, "Can Janick come out? Father Dorn is asking to see him, 


but Falk is insisting he stay by the fire. He was chilled to the bone." 


"OF course, I'll come out!" Jan started to get up, and Matthew helped him to stand while Charles handed him 
the crutch. Matthew let Jan make his way out to the main hall unassisted, but he was standing close to Jan's 
side in case he faltered, or the crutch slipped. The stone floor was wet with melted snow from the sled packed 


with supplies that Father Dorn had hauled inside. 


Father Dorn sat on the bench in front of the now blazing fire, Falk busily hanging the older man's outer 
garments to dry near the hearth. Snow and ice were still crusted on the long heavy coat, and a pair of fur- 


lined boots sat nearby in a pool of melted snow. 


Father Dorn looked up as Janick entered, "Ah, Janick, it's good to see you are healing well. Matthew has told me 
about your adventure - and the reason why. But never mind that now. Sit here by me, son." He patted the 


wooden chair facing the bench. 


Jan sat, suddenly unsure. He sensed something in Father Dorn's manner, heard something in his voice. Matthew 
had evidently told him enough for him to guess at their relationship, and Father Dorn was, after all, a priest, 
defrocked or not. Was he going to be banished after all? He sensed the older man's eyes on him, and he looked 


up. 


"Perhaps | should have waited until morning," he began. "But | felt you should hear this as soon as possible. | 
heard a great deal of news while in Opole. The partition of the Commonwealth has been made final. Poland is 
now under the protectorate of the Russian Empire. King Stanislaw Agustus has abdicated” Father Dorn sighed. 
"Many nobles protested, and some attempted to revolt. They were crushed and executed. Janick," he placed a 


hand on Jan's knee, looking into his eyes. "One of the rebellious nobles was the Baron of Gers. " 


Jan drew in a breath, at first not understanding, "Wait, do you mean my father rebelled against the partition?" 


In his mind, Jan could easily believe that; his father was a proud, autocratic man. 


Father Dorn nodded. "I'm sorry, son. But the news | heard was clear beyond doubt. Your father has been put to 
death as a rebel" He crossed himself, raising his hand from Jan's knee to his shoulder. "I wish | had not 
brought you such heavy news." 


Jan sat still, momentarily dumbfounded. He felt anger with his father for attempting something as futile and 
foolish as a rebellion, but it was every bit in his father's nature to act that way. "The..the estate?" he 


managed to ask. 


Father Dorn looked grim. "I was told that all the rebel's lands were broken up and distributed among those loyal 


to the Russian Empire. | tried to learn more, but it happened so far away; no one knew any details.” 


Jan felt Matthew sit at his side and take his hand, not speaking but offering silent support. Jan's mind was 
filled with images of his childhood, the old stone manor, the formal gardens his mother had so loved, the fields, 
and the village - everything he had known for his entire life aside from his years at university. His mother 
was buried in those gardens, having passed in childbirth when Jan was eleven and having lost the baby as well. 
He tried to feel sadness for the loss of his father, but theirs had never been an easy relationship, and in his 
mind, he could only see a dim, distant figure, someone he didn't know well and was never close to. Still, he was 


stunned. 


Jan looked at Atilla. "Thank you for bringing me the news. l.. | have to think. If you'll excuse me.." He stood, a 
bit unsteady as he positioned his crutch until Matthew put an arm around his waist and walked with him to 


his room. 


Matthew took the crutch as Jan sank onto the bed, then turned, looking a bit lost. Wordlessly, Jan slid over to 


make room for him, and Matthew lay down. 
"| don't know what to say, my love," Matthew finally spoke, his voice quiet. "If | can help..." 
"You are helping,” Jan looked at him and smiled. "I need to think, to absorb this. Please, stay with me." 


"Of course," Matthew placed a soft kiss on Jan's brow and Jan lay close to him, his mind whirling. His brother 
would have heard the news almost immediately, Jan knew. He was safe from repercussions for his father's 
actions due to his position in Vienna. Jan's sisters had each married minor noblemen, one a Hungarian and one a 
Prussian. They would both be safe, as well 


Jan lay thinking until the dawn began to lighten the leaden grey skies, and more snow was falling, soft white 
flakes now rather than the biting sleet of the past two days. Matthew didn't break into his thoughts, but when 


Jan would look over at him, he saw sympathy and understanding in his lover's warm brown eyes. 


Chapter Seventeen 


Chapter Seventeen 


Jan must have dozed off because he awoke to find full daylight and the murmur of voices drifting in from the 
main hall. Matthew's voice was among them, but he had slipped out of bed so quietly Jan didn't know when he 
had left. 


He didn't get out of bed right away. He awoke with full knowledge of what Atilla had told him in the night, and 
he reflected on it for a while. The political mission he'd set out on had been doomed from the first, he realized. 
The Commonwealth had been failing for decades, a combination of economic and diplomatic mistakes weakening 
it. So, Poland as an independent nation was no more, and his father had died in futile protest of its dissolution 
How many other nobles had been executed with him, Jan wondered? He had known most of his father's peers, 
though not well. The Russian Empire was all-powerful, even more so now that they had absorbed Poland and 


Hungary. But Jan knew that the everyday lives of the people would change litte. 


He was sorry to hear of his father, but he realized he felt no great sense of loss. It couldn't compare with 
the inconsolable grief he'd felt when his mother passed. Beneath the sadness was a strange sense of freedom, 


a relief at no longer having to try to live up to the expectations of a man who couldn't be pleased. 


The voices droned on in the next room, though Jan couldn't make out the words. Eventually, he got up, dressed 


for the day, and, taking his crutch, went out to the main hall. 


All five of his housemates were there, seated around the refectory table. They greeted him with somber 


voices in deference to his loss, and Matthew came to his side even though Jan was managing the crutch easily. 


Seated in his accustomed seat at the head of the table was Father Dorn, looking refreshed now, in clean 


clothes and well-groomed. "Janick! | apologize if we woke you!" 


"No, you didn't," Jan assured him, taking his usual seat next to Matthew. "I was awake; | was just lying there 


thinking." 


Roel hadn't been present when Jan was told about his father, and he gave his condolences as Jan seated 


himself. Jan thanked him with a quiet smile, then Atilla spoke up. 


"Janick, | understand that you now know the truths about all of us. It's only right that you do, and | am sorry 
we had to keep these things from you." 


| understand why you felt it necessary," Jan told him. "And while some of it has been a little difficult to 
comprehend, | have learned a lot and accept things as they are. My respect for all of you has grown 


immensely, now that | know what each of you has been through." 


‘I've also told Father Dorn about us," Matthew said, looking at Jan "Everything about us." 


Jan looked quickly at Father Dorn, who read his look. "No, no," he chuckled, "please do not worry. As you've 
heard, | was a very unconventional priest, and now that l'm a priest no longer I've grown even further from 
the narrow-mindedness of the Church. Preaching love on the one hand and punishing love as sin on the other 


hand! Bahl!" He hit the table with the palm of his hand. "Our Lord wants us to love one another, and if it's two 


men or two women, | am absolutely convinced that, in the eyes of God, all love is equal!" 


Atilla's voice had become heated, and he paused to calm himself, but Jan did not miss the quick look he and 
Falk had shared when he was speaking. Jan's instincts told him that there was something deeper there than 
friendship, and the thought warmed his heart. He looked at Matthew and found his lover looking at him, then 
he looked around the table. No one there seemed shocked in the least. Charles, of course, had known Matthew's 


feelings because of his past with Pascal, but Roel too was unconcerned. 


"I apologize, Janick" Atilla's voice had resumed its normal tone. "As | was saying, | am pleased that you now 
share our secrets, though | am sure that you still have unanswered questions. It's important that you know 


everything, so if there's anything you have been curious about, please ask" 


Jan thought for a second. He had a general idea now of the circumstances behind how everyone had met, but 
there was one thing he'd occasionally wondered. "I would like to hear how you happened to settle here, in this 


house." Jan admitted. 


"Ah!" Falk spoke up. "I can answer that. Remember | told you that I'm from a prominent family?" Jan nodded, 


and Falk continued. "Are you familiar with the House of Baden?" 
Jan nodded, then gasped, "You...2" 


Falk nodded, looking a little abashed. "My grandfather was Augustus George, Margrave of Baden-Baden. l'm the 
youngest son of his youngest son, at the bottom of the family tree really, but the name does still carry some 
prestige. Enough that when we were moving through Germany and Poland, | called on a distant relative who 
owned a vast amount of property in the region. This man had fallen out of favor with the family but 
remembered me from my childhood and, because of his ill feelings toward my father and uncles, was 


sympathetic when | asked him if he knew of a place | could retreat and study in private, away from everyone." 


Falk paused, obviously uncomfortable talking about his noble connections but determined to tell the whole story. 
"Even after | left school to travel with Father Dorn, an allowance set up by my father was still being deposited 
in the bank in Heidelourg, where | had been attending university. By this time, quite a bit of money had 
accumulated because | wasn't often in a position to access funds from it. | was able to arrange to purchase 
this house, at that time a long-forgotten hunting lodge that no one had visited in decades, from my relative. 
He believed | simply needed a place to study in solitude, and swore that he would never breathe a word to 


anyone of my location, on pain on death." 


"This house was in a very bad state when we arrived,’ Atilla spoke again, "but some of the fine furnishings 
were still here, and the structure was solid Within a year we repaired the roof and made it comfortable. 


We've made it a home." 


Jan spoke again, hesitantly, "And the books. l.. I've taken a peek at the books you are always studying, and i 
apologize for that, but i felt i was being excluded from something..." His voice trailed off in uncertainty. 


Atilla nodded, "I see. | am not angry that you looked at my work, especially now that all has been revealed at 
last. Yes, many of my books are about lycanthropy, as well as other things. conditions that the church and the 
superstitious peasants dismiss as evil. | am convinced that there is a medical cause for the condition, and | am 


attempting to learn more about it. Perhaps one day a cure can be found, or at least a way to lessen the 


desire to shift shapes. | don't know, but | intend to do my best to find out” 


Jan nodded; he had suspected something like that. "Even if a cure can't be found, we all have a home here, 


safe from the world." 


Atilla nodded, "Yes, we are all as safe here as anyone can possibly be in these times." He then sat up straight, 
meeting Jan's gaze. "This brings me to what we were discussing when you entered, Janick. We all understand 
you have received very bad news, and we will respect any decision you make. But we would like to ask you to 
remain here, with us. You have been a good friend and helper here, and we have all grown to care for you. You 


are one of us now, son" 


Janick found that he didn't have to consider the offer, he felt no need to think it over at all. He tightened his 
grip on Matthew's hand and looked at him, lost for a split second in the depths of those large brown eyes, 
then he looked at the rest of the men. "I am honored. | would like nothing better than to stay here and live 


among you." 


Matthew broke into a huge smile, and Charles nudged his brother's ribs teasingly. Falk let out a small whoop, 
and Charles and Roel both reached over and shook Jan's hand. 


Atilla got up and came around to Jan's chair, taking Jan's hand in both of his. "So now we are six! And do you 


know what today is?" 
Jan shook his head. He had lost track of the days after his ill-fated venture into the woods. 


"Why, today is Heilig Abend! Christmas Evel" Atilla clasped his hands on Janick's shoulders. "Tomorrow is the 
day of our Lord's birth. Do not fear; | do not insist on any religious ceremony. But we will celebrate in a small 


way, and this year we are also celebrating Janick's becoming one of us!" 


Atilla's exuberant mood was contagious. He was telling them of a tradition that some of the people in Opole 
were starting to follow. "They cut a small evergreen tree and bring it into the house, keeping it upright in a 


vessel of water," he explained "Small candles are affixed to the branches and lit, and sometimes small ribbons 


or other ornaments are added as well. Of course, this is an adaptation of the pagan winter solstice 


celebrations, but so far the church has not forbidden it. | think we should adopt the tradition!" 


The atmosphere was one of celebration, subdued only slightly by everyone's awareness of the death of Janick's 
father. Roel and Falk had already started to unload supplies from the sled that Father Dorn had brought home, 
and his large pack, also packed with supplies, sat on the kitchen table. Falk was talking about the Christmas 
dinner he planned to cook the next day, and Charles said he would go outside to locate an appropriate 


evergreen tree. 


Jan and Matthew remained at the table, Jan with his splinted leq stretched toward the fire, and Matthew 
holding his hand. "I didn't realize that Yule was upon us," Matthew said, looking into Jan's eyes. "| feel that we 
have many things to celebrate this year. Did your family observe the tradition of giving gifts on Christmas?" 


Jan nodded, "When my mother was alive, we did. Small gifts, tokens of sentimental value, nothing ostentatious. 
Mother told me that we did it in honor of the gifts the Magi brought the infant Jesus, although some families 


thought this was a frivolous practice and didn't observe it." 


"Our mother would give us a new outfit of clothes she's sewn, or perhaps a book | wish | had something to 


give you, Janick" 


"You have," Jan said simply, finding himself feeling sentimental. "You've all given me a home, a kind of family life 
I've never known, and you, yourself, have given me something even more rare. Something | never felt worthy 


of before meeting you. Love is all | have to give you as well, Matthew. It doesn’t feel enough." 


Its enough," Matthew's eyes conveyed more than his words. "It's more than enough, more than | had any 


hope of ever receiving.” He raised Jan's hand to his lips, kissing it gently. 


The day passed busily, the items Atilla had brought home were sorted and stored and Falk began working on 
preparations for the next day's dinner. Jan and Matthew assisted him, and Janick was surprised at what the 
man could create from the dried fruits and vegetables stored from the past summer. They created 
apefstrudel from dried apples, lebkuchen with ginger and flour Atilla had purchased, and a bread called stollen 
that Falk told them was a recipe that originated in his own family's kitchens. The main dish for Christmas 
dinner would be a particularly fine young boar that had fallen into one of Roel's pit traps. The animal was 
dressed and prepared, and it would be to be roasted on a spit all day in the kitchen fireplace. Roel was busy 
bringing in ample wood for the task 


At supper that evening, Janick brought up something that had been at the back of his mind all day. "Father," 
he addressed Atilla, earning a smile from the older man, "from what you've told me, the Russian empire has 
confiscated my father's lands, is that right?" 

Atilla nodded, “That is what | heard, yes. Everyone | spoke to had heard the same." 


"So it's unlikely anyone will seek out or harass my brother, my sisters, or attempt to find me?" 


Atilla swallowed a sip of ale, shaking his head. "No, | would say there is no danger of that. With so much new 
territory, they will be too busy trying to divide everything up between their empire and Prussia. They will 
have their work cut out for them; it will be an ongoing process and they will have no time for anything else. 


Are you concerned that the empire might seek you out as your father's heir?" 


"No, it isn't that. Father wasn't an important enough man, and our estate wasn't large enough to draw that kind 
of attention. No, | was just wondering if there may be a way | could get word to my sisters and my brother 
that | am alive and well." 


"Ah!" Atilla nodded in comprehension. "Of course! It should be possible to have letters forwarded from Opole, 


providing you know where to send them" 


Jan was smiling, feeling the last burden being lifted from his shoulders. He hated the thought of his siblings 
believing him dead; he wanted them to know that he was alive and happy in his new life. "Yes, | know their 


locations. | only want them to know I'm all right; | would not tell them where | am. Thank you." 


Atilla waved the thanks aside, "We will need to replenish supplies again when the spring thaws come; we can 


take care of that then" 


As an observance of Christmas Eve, Father Dorn led a short prayer after dinner, but that was the only 
religious observation made. Charles had cut a small spruce tree and Roel had constructed a stand to hold it 
upright. They hadn't many small candles, so they all contributed other bits and pieces to add to the tree, shiny 
metal buttons and yarn and ribbons from old clothes as well as some dried berries Falk strung on a thread. 
They lit the candles after the meal, and Jan was struck by how such a simple thing as a tree and candles 


could look so beautiful. 


Jan was getting around very well with his crutch, though he was unable to do any of the heavier work he'd 
formerly done outside the house. Matthew, too, was still recovering from the arrow wound; his shoulder and 
arm were still stiff, and he hadn't regained complete use of them, but he was able to take on all his former 
tasks that didn't include heavy lifting. Late that evening Janick retired to his bedchamber, but Matthew 
lingered in the kitchen to assist in the final preparations for the next day's meal. Jan somehow knew that when 


Matthew was finished he would join him, and within the hour, he did. 


Jan was ready. Though it had proven to be a task to work around his leg splint, he'd removed all his clothes 
and was waiting, buried beneath the covers, when Matthew came in, closing the door softly behind him. Two 
candles burned, bathing the room in softly flickering light, and Janick folded down the covers as Matthew 
approached the bed, revealing his nudity and the fact that he was already becoming excited in anticipation 


Matthew stopped short in surprise, letting his eyes travel down the length of Jan's slim, pale form. "Would it 


be safe to assume you've recovered from our encounter the other night?" he asked with a slow smile. 


"Completely recovered, and hoping for a similar encounter tonight," Jan replied, reaching up to assist as 
Matthew began removing his garments. Within seconds Matthew, too, was nude and beneath the covers, pulling 
Jan close, kissing him softly as his hands ran up Jarick's flanks. 


"You are proving to be more passionate than my wildest dreams had dared hope," Matthew murmured against 
Jan's neck as he felt his lover hot and hard against his hip. "And now we have all the time in the world to 


explore one another, to learn one another and love one another." his voice trailed off as he felt Janick's hand 


slide down his back and cup his buttocks. 


"What we did the other night," Jan whispered, "was incredible. | would never have imagined something like that 


could feel so good!" His fingers were exploring Matthew. "Do you like it as well, when you are... are entered?" 


Matthew bit back a groan, "l.l do. I've only experienced that once or twice; Pascal preferred that | be the one 
to.. to be on top of him. Which way do you prefer, my Janick?" 


"| think," Jan's lips were trailing kisses across Matthew's chest, "that as long as l'm with you, | will enjoy 
anything we do!" 


Matthew, being the more mobile of the two, slowly took control, kissing and licking his way down Jan's torso 
and discovering that Jan, like himself, was particularly sensitive around the nipples. Jan, he was learning, 
became completely wanton as he grew more aroused, and once or twice he had to gently place his hand over 
Jan's mouth as the sounds he was making threatened to become too loud Jan's skin was as white as alabaster, 
smooth and virtually hairless until well below the navel. This was the first time they had made love with any 
real light in the room and just seeing Jan grow more and more excited was driving Matthew out of his mind 


with desire. 


Unbeknownst to Jan, Matthew too had been hoping they would get together, and while in the kitchen he'd 
secreted a small tin of rendered lard in his pocket. Using it as a lubricant, Matthew no longer had to hold 
himself back from fear of hurting Jan. Jan went wild as Matthew used the lube and their lovemaking grew 
more exuberant, more unrestrained and exhilarating. Unable to resist any longer, this time they lay facing one 
another, Matthew holding Jan's functional leg high and never taking his eyes from Jan's face, watching every 
emotion cross his features as they grew closer to their fulfillment. Jan reached the pinnacle first, Touching 


himself as he looked up at Matthew, then throwing his head back as his body arched spasmodically. 


"Ah, dear God, Matthew," Jan gasped, and this was too much for Matthew to bear. He felt himself reach the 


ultimate of sensations then collapsed at Jan's side, both breathing heavily. 
"| love you so very much," Jan whispered, curling into Matthew's side. 
Matthew closed his arms around him, kissing his forehead." | love you too, my dearest Janick!" 


Christmas morning dawned with clear, cold sunshine, the first they had seen in several days. Falk was awake 


early with Roel and both were working on roasting the boar as the house began to smell of delicious food. As 


they gathered at the kitchen table for the morning meal, spirits were high and they talked and joked, but after 
they ate, Roel stood up. 


"My friends," he began hesitantly, unused to speaking with everyone's attention on him. "I know it isn't our 


tradition to exchange gifts on this day, but if | may, | would like to break that tradition just once." 


He lifted a sack from the floor, reaching into it and pulling out five small, intricately carved wooden figurines. 
Wordlessly, he passed Atilla a beautifully carved crucifix, finely detailed and beautifully worked. To Falk, he 
passed a miniature wooden mortar and pestle, carved from the burl of a tree and sanded to a shine. Charles 
was given a carving of a deer, each antler carved with delicate precision Then he turned to Janick and 


Matthew. 


"I was planning to fashion each of you a small box to keep valuables in, but then | thought of something | think 
you might like better. I'd like to give the two of you my cabin" 


"What?" Jan exclaimed, while Matthew simultaneously said, "But no, Roel, we couldn't!" 


Roel held up a hand, palm out. "No, please. Let me explain. While | was at the farm, | had to sleep in the loft of 
the barn with over 20 other boys. For a long time, | only wanted to feel | had a space of my own, but recently 
I've felt .. | don't know, isolated? | built that cabin well, it's snug and sturdy, but | would like to begin sleeping 
here in the main house again. And because the two of you are.. Together, you deserve a space of your own, a 
private space. Please accept this, my friends.” 


Matthew and Janick exchanged a look. It was impossible to refuse, and each of them immediately envisioned 


how wonderful it would be to have their own private home while still a part of the household. 


"Thank you, Roel," Janick said solemnly, shaking the bald woodsman's hand. Matthew then shook his hand, as 
well. "Happy Yule, my friend!" 


"And Happy Yule to us alll" Atilla stood, clapping his hands once. "We have here everyone one could want or 
need. We are truly blessed!" 


~*~ THE END ~*~ 


